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Chapter 1 


Tx monsoons had continued into June, but today the 

skies were clear. Not a single raindrop darkened the 
brilliant, shining sun. However, from noon onward, grey 
clouds gathered and blanketed the sky. Then soon after 
one o’clock, almost as if the weather were punishing 
him personally, all hell broke loose and the ferocious 
downpour began. 

Holding a vinyl umbrella he had purchased at a 
convenience store, Anna Kaitani ran down the sidewalk. 
the multicolored canopy weaving in and among the other 
umbrellas. He stepped in a puddle, drenching the cuffs 
of his slacks, but he hardly noticed. Turning the corner, 
he ran up a short incline and darted into the entranceway 
of the Cavi Cosmetics building. 

He stopped in front of the automatic doors, 
which opened a beat later than he expected. A trivial 
matter, yet it somehow irritated him. Damn, he said. 
with a cluck of his tongue. 

Sprinting through the atrium, his eyes met those 
of Hiromi Sasaguri, seated at the reception booth at the 
front of the lobby. She mincingly raised her hand to her 
mouth and giggled. Without thinking, he averted his 
eyes. In his frantic state, he knew he was a wet trait 
wreck. 

The elevator descended to the first floor. He 
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leapt on, and at last stopped to catch his breath. He 
looked down at his dripping black satchel and his 
sopping wet shoes. He didn’t have a towel and had 
forgotten his handkerchief. His legs were chilled from 
his knees down. All he could do was wait for his trousers 
to air dry. 

He got off at the fifth floor and hurried into 
an Office identified over the doorframe as the Sales 
Promotion & Planning Department. 

The doorway was narrow, but the interior was 
wide. Spacious aisles generously separated the twenty 
or so desks. The desks were large, and the short, paneled 
Partitions separating them imparted a sense of privacy 
while not being claustrophobic. 

Kaitani had entered his third year at the firm. 
His desk was in the center of the room, off to the side in 
front of the office supplies cabinet. He set his soaking 
Satchel on the floor with a wet thud. Sitting at the desk 
Opposite his, Ritsuko Kuge glanced over the partition at 
him, She was his immediate superior, and eight years his 
Senior. 

_ “Kaitani!” she barked, “You're late! The 
meeting started at two o’clock. It’s already begun!” 

“Yeah, yeah, I know.” With still-damp hands, he 
—* the materials scattered across his desk. 

i ot a terribly pleasant attitude, that. I just 
might forget to tell you they moved the meeting from 
Conference Room 5 to Room 8.” 

- “They did?” 
a He Taised his head, hands full. Their eyes met. 
and laughed. “Osada was supposed to stick 
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a Post-it on your computer, but I guess you didn’t see it 
Well, get moving. Section Chief Fujiwara is going to be 
irked.” 

Grabbing the rest of the conference materials 
and a notepad, he rushed out of the office. 

Both elevators descended all the way to the first 
floor before coming up again. Standing there twiddling 
his thumbs aggravated him to no end; the meeting was 
on the eighteenth floor, so using the stairs was out of the 
question. It was thirty minutes past two o’clock when he 
finally arrived at Room 8. 

He paused in front of the door, took a deep 
breath, shook the nervousness out of system, and walked 
in. “Kaitani from Sales Promotion. I apologize for being 
late,” he announced, bowing deeply at the same time. 

Dead silence greeted him. He slowly raised his 
head. Fifteen people were sitting around an elliptical 
table in the middle of the conference room. They all 
looked at him. It wasn’t warm in the room, but he felt 
sweat beading on his forehead. 

He searched for an empty chair. There was 
only one left, right next to Sales Promotion & Planning 
Department Section Chief Yasuhito Fujiwara. God. 
Kaitani thought to himself, but there no other seals 
available. He hunched over and crept along the wall 
until he got to the chair and sat down. The heady cologn¢ 
the Section Chief always wore wafted up, making him 
tense. It was a conditioned reflex. 

“Sorry about being late to such an important 
meeting,” he apologized in a small voice. 

Fujisawa continued to stare straight ahead. 
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sparing him not a glance, not even a “Don’t let it happen 
again.” Utterly and completely ignoring him was 
Fujiwara’s intimidating way of showing his displeasure. 

Kaitani stole a glance at his watch: the meeting 
started thirty minutes ago. The main topic on the day’s 
agenda was a new product the Research & Development 

‘was presenting for comment and review. 
He didn’t know how far the discussion had progressed. 
Completely at a loss, he felt a surreptitious nudge at his 
right shoulder. 

He turned to his right and found Yuka Osada 
glaring at him. Osada was three years his senior. “You’re 
half an hour late,” she rebuked him under her breath. 
“What’s going on?” 

“Sorry. I was delayed returning from an outside 

The fierce expression on her face didn’t falter. 
She drew her eyebrows together. “Give me the whole 
a afterwards. Right now, they’ve finished the 
pe ona of the new lotion product and are handing 

: Kaitani grabbed one of the items off the table. 
Newipcing, Cavi Cosmetics was rolling out a new line 
By Self-care products and further expanding into 

Convenience store market. Kaitani was a 
Of the sales promotion team for the new KAsHA 


a “team member,” Kaitani sat in on meetings, 
three years of tenure, he wasn’t expected 
about the merchandise. As the low 
Pole, his job was to be “present.” He 
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knew he wasn’t of much use, but not much was expected 

of him, either. Nevertheless, his name was on the team 
roster, so he had to attend. 

Kasua was based on the original Cuaps line of 
men’s cosmetics, with minor changes. To put it bluntly, 
the only thing that had really changed was the name. The 
contents were substantially the same. 

In the Kasua line of basic cosmetics for men, 
they had settled on three new products: a facial wash, 
shaving lotion, and a skin lotion. The mock-ups of the 
facial wash and shaving lotion had been demo’d at the 
last joint conference, and a launch date set. The skin 
lotion was still in development and the release of the 
prototypes were delayed a month. 

Kaitani glanced over the goods and picked ups 
plastic container labeled “003.” When he opened the lid 
and tipped it upside down, a thick, muddy-white liquid 
dripped down onto his palm. Huh, he thought. 

The skin lotion that Kaitani used on a daily basis 
(another company’s product, a fact he would not admit 
upon pain of death) was silky and aqueous. He knew 
there were similar types of women’s beauty washes. 
but this was rare for a men’s product. When he applied 
a bit to his face, he could tell it was much more mois! 
than what he used, but without that goopy, smearing 
sensation. It also had the unique aroma, similar ‘ 
summer grass. 

When he put the lid back on the container an 
lifted his head, he felt every eye on the place focused 
on him. He gulped. Had anyone made any kind af 
pronouncement since he’d entered the conference room 
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all along. Since this was a prototype 
he’d expected a livelier give and take. 
i-kun,” Section Chief Fujiwara abruptly 


snapped to attention. Fujiwara looked 
lis narrow, almond eyes, which the female 
described as in a constant state of ennui, 
an attitude far beyond cheerlessness, a 
below zero. 
(-Yes,” Kaitani replied in a strained voice. 
“Let's hear your honest evaluation of sample 
O03 het | 


but an evaluation. He hadn’t read 
0 tation. He’d just picked the thing 
have time to gather his thoughts together. 
he had the distinct feeling that if he had 
ing or he was toast. He opened his mouth 
, “Well, um, it seems pretty good to 


Specifically is good about it?” 

pinned him down, cold sweat 
ni’s back. His throat went dry. He felt that 
g he said, he’d make a fool of himself. 
the feel of this lotion is comparable to a 
ct. I find it interesting.” 

Said nothing, except for a slight sigh at 
ed to his attention elsewhere. “Osada- 
of this lotion?” 

ed.” Osada picked up the container 
d. “Personally, I like this kind of 
ne doubts about whether it would 


14 Narise Konohara 


be acceptable in a product for men. Our data shows thy 
men prefer a bracing and refreshing feeling in their skiy 
care cosmetics.” 

“We've seen the same market survey results’ 
stated Yuichi Higashiyama from R&D. 

Kaitanihad previously worked with Higashiyam: 
on the research team for a women’s skin care line. Earlie 
in his career, Higashiyama had researched Japanese ani 
Chinese botanicals at a pharmaceutical company, ani 
he was quite knowledgeable about their efficacy. He 
was accomplished and proactive. In his rookie year, not 
twelve months on the job, he’d become the star of th 
R&D department. He was helpful, had a strong sense 0! 
responsibility—a dependable, big-brother type. 

He was handsome, though not vain, and big 
hearted and generous. Even though Kaitani belonge 
to another department, he wished Higashiyama wet 
his boss. Higashiyama watched out for him, and eve 
after the research team broke up, on several occasio® 
they’d dined together. He wore rich cologne and alway’ 
sported a laid-back attitude. If the Section Chief were! 
cat, he’d be a Siamese who only ate gourmet canned 
food. Higashiyama was exactly the opposite—friend! 
and easy going. 

“Based on the survey results, we went ahead aol 
decided on this texture. It’s a subtle way of differentiatil 
us from the competition. With its increased viscosity. ™ 
moisturizing effect is twice that of existing produ 

Section Chief Fujiwara narrowed his ¢Y® 
slowly leaned forward. He doubled-up his right ha 
and rested it lightly against his cheek. 
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a; continued, “Beyond form and feel, 
these lotions must emphasize function. With this rollout, 
we're targeting men from their teens to their twenties. 
Their primary skin concern is acne. The biggest cause of 
acne is dryness and bacteria accumulating in the pores. 
In our research, many respondents said that despite 
washing their faces regularly, their acne didn’t clear up. 
Moreover, overwashing strips away essential moisture 
and stimulates the secretion of sebum. We’re focusing 
on maintaining a moderate level of skin moisture and 
checking production of sebum. We’re also developing 
compounds that better absorb skin oils.” 

__ With these objectives in mind, the thickened feel 
and flow of the lotion were understandable. What at first 
had been puzzling began to make sense. Higashiyama 

v up the lotion container. “So, if you follow 
as I’ve outlined it here—” 
the short moment of silence that followed, 
up. “Sales Promotion will not approve 
going to market.” 
murmurs of hushed conversations rustled 
"quiet room. The R&D members all looked at 
looks rising to their faces. 
about it do you find unacceptable?” R&D 
d Hiroe Takanaga asked, in a soft tone 
Single, forty-six, and devoted her life 
° approaching middle age, her 
about the department as “skin 


does not meet my expectations.” 
© appeared between her eyebrows. 
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Invisible bolts of lightning rent the air between them 
throwing off sparks. Nobody spoke. The suffocatin 
tension made Kaitani gulp. 1 

“As far as the lotion is concerned, R&D j 
confident that they have produced the best possibi 
product.” The expression on her face accompanying thi 
unequivocal statement made clear her complete faith ir 
their work. “This lotion is fundamentally different tha 
all other products to date. Although delivered in the fom 
of a lotion, functionally it integrates the effectiveness 
the three classes of women’s products: lotions, beauty 
creams and emulsions or moisturizers. Use it, and the 
differences become obvious.” 

Section Chief Fujiwara leaned back in bis 
chair, listening with a disinterested air. A total outside 
could tell he was in a bad mood. “As Dr. Takanag 
has indicated, the effectiveness of the lotion is not it 
question. But this argument is beside the point.” 

Fujiwara picked up the container labeled “003° 
with his fingertips. He shook his hand back and forth 
The creamy liquid languidly sloshed back and forth # 
the clear bottle. 

“The first problem is the scent. I don’t care hot 
good it is, but I’d never use anything with that grass)” 
smelling odor. Among the young men interested in usilf 
cosmetic products, a fair number of them prefer riché 
fragrances. Even in our survey results, sixty percent 
men who use our products say they are interested in 
fragrance, or in fact are using a scented product 
scent, which is anything but that kind of fragrance. 
kill consumer demand.” 
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was a loud crash. Takanaga leapt to her 
sally enough that she almost tipped over 
‘ll further investigate the scent. But as for 


second problem is the texture.” 

with a slightly bored expression, 

Fujiwara opened the lid of the container 

of the thick, muddy white liquid into 
ie viscosity is too high.” 

I’ve said, it was designed that way. This is 

n touching it, but its viscous nature only 

lay when it first touches the skin. When it is 
d permeates the skin and the surface 

_ Section Chief Fujiwara narrowed his eyes and 
his “This is not a product for women, but for 

products do have this kind of texture, but 

are different.” 

that. That is why—” 

‘Know it, then do it. I can’t sell this based 

People will buy something even 

This is a business, after all. I don’t want 

ing that’s going to detract from our 


like she was grinding her back 


all I'm going to in regards to the 
type. I expect that by next time 
ents will have been made.” 
uet Fujiwara gathered up his materials 
Toom. Osada and the rest of 
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the Sales Promotion department members hurried) 
followed him. Kaitani would have been happy to y 
along but, being the last one to arrive, it would be rug 
to leave ahead of anybody else. As he lingered there, k 
was a juicy fat target for the remaining nine R&D sti 
members, who shot icy glares in his direction. 

“Sales Promotion is fixated on sales, salg 
sales,” spit out a young man about his same age. 

“Do you know how long it took us to perfect thi 
lotion? It’s not something you knock out in a day or two 
Half a year. Half a year! It doesn’t smell right, he say 
I don’t like the texture, he says. Who cares if it bare} 
works, he can still sell it. You buy all that bullshit?” 

“Hey, sorry, but don’t put this all on me. 
thought it was great.” Kaitani hung his head, rounditt 
his back. 

“Give it a rest. Blaming one person won't sol 
our problems. There’s still room for improvement # 
our side.” This just wasn’t anybody covering for hit 
but Higashiyama. He went on, “With the scent, © 
were trying to impart a strong sense of the Orient 
but as Section Chief Fujiwara pointed out, it could 
off customers looking for a more fragrant product. 
might want to cut it back a bit.” 

The R&D members remained silent. Havil 
kept her peace thus far, Department Head Hird 
Takanaga rose to her feet and spoke calmly. “Fra! 


simply hearing the mention of sales burns me UP” 
e 


well, but the reality is, if the product doesn’t sell, 
out of a job. Section Chief Fujiwara is a mark 
professional. If he’s against it, then I think that by 
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We going to have to figure out a way 

e and get along. At any rate, let’s go back 
aca), 


R&D personnel left one by one. The dust 
settled; the sense of relief Kaitani felt was 
ff of energy escaping from his body. 
him on the shoulder. Higashiyama 
them taking it out on you like that.” 
ogized as if Kaitani might have taken 
Kaitani shook his head vigorously. 
. | can take it. You know, it’s not like 
d where you R&D guys are coming 
| Chief Fujiwara has a very direct way 
T think the lotion is pretty good, but my 
tly doesn’t count for much. When I get 
sing him on the matter a bit more.” 
smiled wryly, as if to say, Don’t 
“There’s room for improvement on 
Moreover, when it comes to sales, 
ara is the one with the street cred. 
wrong to him, then there probably is 
4 th it.” 
{n't look happy admitting it, but he flashed 
T ed smile. Looking around, Kaitani saw 
pulled up stakes and left. They were 
ing people in the conference room. 
Said, “When you've got the time, 
Theard Imakura found a place 
te wine. He said he’d like you to 


Kaitani had met through 
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Higashiyama. Imakura aspired to be a sommelier and hy 
an encyclopedic knowledge of wine. He knew Kaity 
liked white wine, and gave him a heads-up wheneye 
he made a delicious new discovery. He was older thy 
Kaitani, the same age as Section Chief Fujiwara, by 
being a bit baby-faced, at glance you might take him fy 
a high school student. 

“Really? I can pretty much make the tim 
whenever. Give me a call.” 

Higashiyama chuckled. “Later,” he said, and lé 
the conference room. 

As the last one there, Kaitani switched the sig 
on the door from “Occupied” to “Vacant” and got on ti 
elevator. 

In the slowly descending elevator, Kaitat 


again thought about what was wrong with the loti 


Its viscous feel was unusual, true, but if it worked, he! 
like to try it out himself. About the time he’d concludé 
that only Section Chief Fujiwara’s personal opinions 
prejudices were behind the rejection of the lotion, # 
elevator arrived at the fifth floor. 

He got all the way back to his desk and 
about to sit down when he heard his named being call 
“Kaitani-kun.” A low, resonating voice. When he tu! 
his head, Section Chief Fujiwara, chin in his hand. 
staring at him across the room. a 

With a bad feeling in his stomach, Ka! 
approached the big desk by the windows. Standing 
front of the desk, the distinctive odor wafted at 
him. Nobody knew exactly what fragrance it w4°: 
Section Chief Fujiwara wouldn’t say. Among the f&™ 
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e source of his cologne had become one 
of the company. Currently, the 
as that he had commissioned a “Fujiwara 
professional perfumer. 

the female employees said the scent 
As far as Kaitani was concerned, like 
Jaws, the smell meant he was about to 
bait. As accomplishments went, it was 
ite home about, but in the three years since 
and being assigned to the Sales 
-& Planning Department, Kaitani had never 
‘or praised. He associated the smell of that 
tion Chief speaking. It meant he was in 


0 bo Fojiwara had become Section Chief of 
& Planning Department at the age 
@ variety of reasons, he was famous 
l¢ company, and was placed in a separate 
of his same generation. 

all, there was his appearance: prim to 
ing off-putting, His head was small in 
ll body, He was thin, yet his physique 
U-muscled. You could tell even with his 

er face and a tall nose. His almond 
ed with melancholy. Whether true 
but rumors abounded that many 
affair with one of the cosmetics 


tl long hair was always beautifully 
*t Wore off-the-rack suits. His was 
oblige, of the prototypical man 
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you saw in fashion magazines. Men who saw him ont 
street no doubt envied him, saying to themselves, They 
goes a real man, the kind of man I’d like to become. 

However, when Kaitani was around him, k 
knew Fujiwara did it His Way, and His Way stuck j 
his craw and held him at bay. Though these sentimem 
might have struck a more accomplished man the 
himself as mere prejudice. 

Given that Fujiwara was a handsome man, wit 
fine taste in clothing and accouterments, and possessed 
by some vague and unique sorrow, no woman coil 
leave him alone. The rumors typically involved Fujiwat 
and somebody at the company. In as little as three to st 
months, the rumor mill turned and new players filled tt 
roles. 

He flirted with outrageous women and we 
known as a regular Don Juan around town. Yet ford 
these ostentatious relationships—many of the women4 
the company shunned him—girls didn’t stop trying ® 
hook up with him. 

The reason was simple: Fujiwara didn’t ol 
have his looks going for him. He was exceedingly ¢ 
at his job. This far in his career, he hadn’t failed ## 
single task he’d ever taken on. Putting him into the 
game reliably meant the difference between a singl¢ 
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ger in his twenties. More recently, 
ne to question the man’s management 


jobs had twice put them together 
development team, and Kaitani had 
’s approach was thoroughly market- 
was reaching and pleasing the 
else mattered. Regardless of what 
| R&D put forward, if it didn’t conform 
surveys and historical sales data, he’d 
to pieces. 
got the feeling that Fujiwara was 
ipulated by information; creating 
| be a more human act. Just as in high 
put on a play or performance for 
l, he felt there should be that same 
‘and accomplishment. When working 
erything good or bad about something 
itsold or didn’t sell. There wasn’t 
il sentiment. 
in comparison, was about the 
but she brought the human touch 
it’s why Kaitani enjoyed working 
“Somebody in his position, barely 
initor, he didn’t have the power to 


a home run. His superiors trusted him, and it was ¢ 
said that if Fujiwara in Sales Promotion and Plat 
didn’t sign off on your project, you might as well tht 
in the towel. 

When he was hired, Kaitani had been hon 
impressed by the fact that Fujiwara had what it ® 


ended fifteen minutes ago. What 
Fujiwara spoke in barbed, bass 
ive eyes said accusingly, 
g late and then play hooky? 

ith some of the R&D people 
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about the prototypes.” 

Although he couldn’t make excuses about bei 
late to the meeting, his conversations after the meet 
were work-related. He wanted at least to eliminate a 
misunderstandings in that case. Even if all the criticisg 
during the meeting came from just one perspective— 

Fujiwara slowly smoothed down the part ini 
hair, though there hadn’t been a hair out of place to begt 
with. “The prototype was rejected. I didn’t think ther 
was anything more to discuss.” 
| “But you have to take their feelings into accout 
as well, don’t you? After all, they worked hard comisg 
up with those prototypes.” 

Fujiwara laughed though his nose. “This ist 
business, Kaitani. When they make things that wail 
sell, it’s the job of R&D to improve the product so it wil 
There is no need to insert emotions into the equatilé 
beyond what is necessary. And your responsibilities 
elsewhere. You don’t have the time to be nursing 
people’s feelings.” 

On top of being sniffed at, being told he “ 
have the time” really pissed Kaitani off. No matter : 
he said to this data machine, this poor excuse for 2 ™ 
nothing was going to get through to him. “I understa™ 
he muttered in apology. 

Section Chief Fujiwara touched his hand ' 
cheek and gave a small sigh. “Please communical® 
R&D that the next meeting will be on the afternom™ 
Friday, July 12", starting at one o’clock.” 

With a token nod of his head, Kaitani 54 
his retreat, until the words, “And after that—” S‘P 
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it else is he going to say? he thought, 


at the meeting that the cuff of your 


‘aitani hastily raised his right arm, 
ly glare told him to look at his left. 
sleeve, he saw it was muddied with 
m substance. When he drew his face 
a sweet, spicy odor. Today at lunch, 
errands, he’d stopped for his favorite 
"s undoubtedly where he’d picked up 
was pretty obvious, you couldn’t see it 
hadn’t noticed until it was pointed out 


u have another suit coat you can change 


nked several times, his mouth half- 


ly keep a spare suit at the company. 
the world Fujiwara was asking him 


any plans to go out again?” 
work.” 

back in his chair, set his elbows 
the tips of his finger together. 
ot going out again, I’ll overlook 


Very attentive to your attire. 
May, your slacks were dirty. At a 
is itself with beauty, employees 

sonal appearance. If it comes 
Suits are easily soiled, then I 
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recommend you keep another set of clothes here. Whg 
do you imagine your generously large personal lockeriy 
for? Not for storing extra office supplies.” 
As if making an example of him, Fujiwara spoke 
in a voice loud enough to forewarn everybody aroun 
them. Kaitani bent slightly forward, the awkwardneg 
and embarrassment reddening his face. He'd beens 
member of the baseball team in high school and college, 
kept his hair cut as close as a Buddhist priest’s, and spent 
every day in jeans and a T-shirt. He was worlds away 
from being “fashion conscious,” and had never touchel 
anything that could be called a “cosmetic.” 
He’d immersed himself in extracurriculal 
activities and kept putting off the job hunt until latet 
When his friends starting talking about getting offes 
from different companies, he realized he'd bed 
procrastinating for too long. An engineering firm } 
thought looked promising turned out a total bust, a 
he couldn’t stand the thought of graduating unemploy® 
and leeching off his parents. On the eve of graduati® 
his uncle had pulled a few strings and found him 
opening at Cavi, Inc. 
Working in cosmetics had never occ urred 
him, and he wasn’t sure he was up for the work, but thee 
was no sense looking a gift horse in the mouth He 
intended to give the job his best effort. Nev erthell 
he hadn’t thought to pay close attention to anything 
trivial as some goop stuck to his suit. 
“Keep your eyes open after this.” 
Kaitani’s head bobbed up and down, eve" = 
was seized with the urge to set fire to the soft. exP® 
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suit the man before him was wearing. 

“And while we’re on the subject, you ofg 
arrive at work with your hair looking like you’ve sley 
on it.” 

Kaitani felt himself start. 

“You mean to tell me you’ve met people @ 
company business wearing that revolting, slepti 
hairstyle? No matter how wonderful the product, » 
matter how enthusiastically you present it, they’re going 
to look at your head and think, I don’t care how great ths 
company is, I don’t want to hear about from somebody 
| with a head of hair like him. You’re making a negatit 
impression right from the start.” 

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, in a quiet voice tht 
iH almost vanished into a whisper. 

“You don’t seem sufficiently conscientious # 
yourself as an employee of Cavi Cosmetics. There's ® 
need to dress to the nines, but you certainly don’t wi# 
to leave people with a bad taste in their mouths, so si 


look. And lastly, in maintaining the minimum stan 
| of employee morale, try not to be late.” 
“Yes, I understand. But it was raining. 
“Perhaps you’re one of those men not UP 
Ml the job?” said Fujiwara, cutting him off mid-sente™® 
flashing a look at him with upturned eyes. “Me? 
that, all they make are excuses.” ; 
It felt like being punched in the face. Kall 
bowed his head regretfully, and returned to his 
He sat down and opened his day planner to check 
| afternoon schedule, but his eyes only skimmed ovet 


paying more attention to how you dress and how J” 
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never be late again. Faced with that 
shing, he’d get to the meeting even if 
t vi on his hands and knees. He realized that 
sciously brushing the back of his head with 
hair wasn’t sticking up today. 
sot that talking-to, huh?” a voice asked 
he desk opposite his. When he raised his 
d at him with pitying eyes. “I’ve been 
when the Section Chief was going to say 
ut your bed hair. I think it has a certain 
-of cute, but the Section Chief does toe 
it comes to personal appearance.” 
ig his hand against the back of his hair, 
head. 
"t get so down about it. You’re a tall 
ir tends to stand out. Just between you 
n talking about somebody who quit 
this really untidy girl here. She’d 
with runs in them. One day, the Section 
‘he called her over to his desk and told 
ler stockings were and not to wear them 
ided her a box of brand-new stockings. 
ght red. You had to feel so sorry for her. 
lat, a little scolding’s not much, huh?” 
n't a “little scolding.” More like being 
, Sure,” he muttered. 
Fujiwara is something of a 
hot the type to hold a grudge, so if 
Modest effort you’ll be okay.” 
>” he said to Kuge, who was saying 
of intentions. However, turning 
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off his emotions wasn’t so easy. He agonized for fy | 0 s over trivialities, the asshole 
minutes, then finally stood up and left the office ay ovale at his Cea hair, 
went to the lavatory. 1 im say, “Hey, I'll take care of it.” 

The lavatories at Cavi were minimalistic aj a fighting pose in front of the 
ultramodern, with a black and white color schem ig down, Fujiwara!” However, he 
Visitors were astonished at the stylish touches. Ty real concrete strategy for opposing 
mirror flowed around the sinks like the ocean. This wa because of pointlessly expending all 
all born out of the convictions of the company president iddenly had to take a piss. He hurriedly 
“People who create beautiful things,” she stated, “mus i 
place themselves in an environment that keeps ther h 
aware of the beauty around them.” ing to think this job did not agree 

However, as far as Kaitani was concemed,! n he in school, he toyed with the idea 
toilet was a toilet. It may be beautiful, it may be stylist g, but becoming an engineer 
but he didn’t want to stay there very long. He stoodit faci goal. He just vaguely thought 
front of the flowing, streamlined mirror and checked ti er worth pursuing. Now, though, he 
back of his head. His hair wasn’t standing up. He ture © so far as quit a top-three cosmetics 
slowly around and took a good look at himself. ie ‘He'd asked around, but even his 
from his damp trouser cuffs, and some okonomi few arms on his behalf, couldn’t 
sauce on his sleeves, no other unsightliness caught ® him. 
eye. incorporated Cavi Cosmetics was 
€ company by the name of Kabira 
a long-standing firm, going back to 
Kabira grew rapidly after the war, 


Paying close attention to his appearance, 
strolled back and forth in front of the mirror like 2™ 
model. A nagging thought came to him: What the? 
are you doing? He thought the cuffs of his suit @ Operations, and was currently 
dirty, but they weren’t. He thought he had “bed b# , apparel and publishing, 
but he didn’t. And even if he did, he put in a good aa /many other developing fields. 
work and he didn’t slack off. People who made S¥@ ore, the cosmetics business 
big deal out of such petty things were just being P division of Kitano Chemical 
themselves. €S were in the tank. A massive 

No, not “people.” Fujiwara. Fujiwara ¥% N six years ago. Based on 
small one, the self-absorbed human machine Lyric, a basic cosmetic 
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before he had to leave for work at 
alarm clock went off, he quickly 
ed, and combed his hair. He put 
tie, swallowed a couple bites of 
out of his apartment. The only time 
yr was the bare three minutes he 


line aimed at customers in their mid-teens to mig 
twenties, became a resounding success. 
Subsequently building on steady sales, Cg 
rolled out a well-received herbal supplement 
cosmetics product called CHRYSANTHEMUM PAvitigg — 
Focusing on marketing and sales strategies more th 


other companies, the handling of marketing data at fhe slept in, he’d skip breakfast or skip 
put its Sales Promotion Department into a pow ir to make up for lost time. A bad hair day 
position. Kaitani found all this out only after joining ti when he’d slept in. 

company. tightrope Kaitani tread every 


Women’s cosmetics were Cavi’s forte, and it 
chief executive was a woman. “Cosmetics for womet 
by women” was the corporate motto, and most of i 
employees were women. In the industry, it was know 
as the “Girl’s Academy,” a mostly female corporation” 

They had recently begun hiring more men, 
their numbers remained quite small. The word was tits 
were far more male employees in specialty occupatlé 
such as R&D, but men accounted for no more that 
percent of the managers, section chiefs and departm™® 
heads. There were three men in Sales Promotion, 
one of them was overseas in Asia for training. That 
Fujiwara and Kaitani. 

Being the only two men there, like it of 
they should stay on good terms. Except that, » 
the fact that Fujiwara was a superior and Kaitan! 
subordinate, the gulf between them was wide and 
Far from a matter of getting or not getting alon& 
lifestyles and values were so different as to leavé 
nothing to talk about. 

For example, in the morning, Kaitan! 


's mornings were so refined that he 

for the chirping of songbirds. 

ini first joined the company, he’d 

talking to a female employee at a 

Then as well, Fujiwara’s languorous 
| presence. He sat there with his chin 

s, Not breaking the pose as he spoke, 

of his metronomic voice coiling 

tendrils of smoke. 

v late I stay out,” he said, “I 

x o'clock. After a quick shower, I 

So may take a little time and 
the day without one.” 

g in on the conversation at the 

ta of arrogance gave Kaitani the 
esso, the day begins when you 
etorted under his breath. 

? is the same on my days-off, 


are for recuperation. It 
still had to work.” 
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ly drew it through his perfectly 
ter straightening his hair (which didn’t 
y up), he brushed off his shoulders. 
mb into his breast pocket, he took 


He ended with big American shrug. 4 
appearance bespoke an unwavering confidence, and iy 
smile of overriding sense of superiority. Still Smiling 
Fujiwara whispered to the girl, “Come over to my plag 
We’ll have some fun. I’ll make you an Espresso.” e size of his palm, extracted a small, 
The guy lived in a universe all his own. The aper, and blotted his forehead and cheeks, 
moment confirmed it. After that, in dri id drab 0 oil shine at all. 
more information came to Kaitani’s attention: Fujiwan 7 ’t make heads or tails of what 
luxury brand watch was worth four million yen. Hi felt uncomfortable being there. He 
briefcase cost 700 thousand yen. His tailor-made suit ehind Fujiwara’s back, and was just 
set him back 300 thousand yen each. His shoes list d on the door when that sharp voice 
for 120 thousand yen, and he wouldn’t wear a shirt the 
retailed for less than 50 thousand yen. Kaitani had 
marvel at the guy’s total net worth. 
Fujiwara wasn’t only fussy about his appeara 
He was neat and tidy to a fault. His personal vocabul ght as he wheeled around. Because 
was unsullied by words like “body odor” and “dll © for too long? So, now Fujiwara was 
pores.” Everything about his image was a productié w long he spent in the toilet? 
Only haute couture was good enough for him to weal 
Kaitani could attempt such a life as well, but 
didn’t think he’d be cutting back on his sleep so he 
take a shower and have an Espresso in the morning: 
had no desire to become that kind of person, and 
about to. 
The thunk of the door opening brought him® 
to reality. He glanced back over his shoulder just 
finished up, and his gonads practically climbed ba® 


filthy. “I wasn’t asking 
you to use the facilities. I was 
‘you washed your hands after doing 


his groin from the shock. . sly hid his hands behind his 
Even while acknowledging his © 6 t© wash my hands, but because 
Fujiwara pretended he wasn’t there. He stood in ® i ag sink, I thought I’d use the 


the mirror over the sinks. He took a folding co™ 
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“The kitchen is not the place to wash your hang 
after using the toilet. The kitchen is the place to prepa 
food. Don’t use the fact that I’m standing in front of ty 
sink as an excuse. Simply mentioning that you needs, 
to wash your hands would suffice. If you touch the 
doorknob with your dirty hands, who do you think 


will touch it next? I will. My hands will end up being 


contaminated by somebody unrelated to me— you. Asa 
employee of this company, I must say that your mannes_ 
are lacking in many respects. Such unhealthy habits aol 
slovenly lifestyle choices reveal themselves in you 
appearance.” i 
Kaitani stood rooted in front of the door as tit” 
words washed over him. ; 
“Wash your hands after using the toilet. M_ 
God, it’s embarrassing to have to lecture you like# 
kindergartner.” Fujiwara let out a big sigh. “Go ahead 
he said, stepping away from the mirror. 
Kaitani went up to the sink and leaned fo! 
rounding his back. Cowed by that fixed stare on his b® 
he even used soap, which he never did, and scrubl 
hands thoroughly. After rinsing, he lightly shook 
hands the way he usually did. 
“Sorry,” he squeaked in a small voice. 
That severe voice rose again behind 
“Wait.” 
His back twitched. What next? he almost 
to himself. 
“Where’s your handkerchief?” 
Kaitani hurriedly wiped the remaining 
on his slacks. “I, uh, left it at home.” 
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truth was that he never carried one. 


nt to bother with washing and drying 


mean to tell me that whenever you go 
wipe your hands on your trousers?” 
uldn’t dissemble his way out of this. 
and apologized. “I’m sorry.” 


practically gasped in amazement. 


facilities, but he washed his hands, 
away from Kaitani’s side and exited 
him alone in the stylish bathroom. 
ound his teeth. Taking all that abuse 
outh shut was hell. In truth, the greater 
it get to him like this. He hated the 
to the office, so he crouched next 
ood five minutes. But by staying, 
il think he was playing hooky. Finally, 
He entered the office, walking with 
to stay out of Fujiwara’s field of 


| Kaitani got to his desk, he had 
he was being watched. He sent 
unterpart in R&D about the next 
‘and one by one compiled the 
of questionnaires. 
ne Kuge’s voice opposite him. 


u job. Sorry, but could you help 
iter this data and create a spider 
. 


rials from her, Fujiwara’s desk 
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again came into view. As aware of Fujiwara as he'd been, 
Kaitani hadn’t noticed that he’d left. He 
asked, Kuge, “Where'd the Section Chief go? 

“Eh? Probably a meeting.” 

The number-one cause of stress in his life being 
gone was a great relief. He finished the job for Kugeig 
thirty minutes. She asked him to print out a copy am 
deliver it to Section Chief Shinohara in Sales. Tired of 
sitting in the same place for so long, he sprang to his 
feet. 


Not your job. 
Chief will be back right after 
” Kuge said as soon as he sat 


where he was a few minute ago, 

d an errand to run, right? He was 

. He stopped by and asked me where 

{him I sent you over the Sales. He wanted 
is.” 


On his way back from delivering the printout 
he feigned a few practice throws with his left armi 
the wide, empty hallway. He’d been a catcher in high oh, and was a size smaller than standard 
school and college. He hadn’t touched a baseball sing what in the world it contained, 
graduation. He didn’t have the talent to go pro, butt ly peeked inside. 
was good at baseball, and it’d been fun. Liv tunned at what he saw there. 
broadcasts would be starting about now, and he : ‘Swings on three and makes the final 
miss a single one. College was barely two years belli u 
him, but it seemed like ancient history to him now ® 
he really missed it. 

Thinking of heading off to the batting cage 
the first time in a long time, he set up for the pitch, 
back, and threw a screamer across the knees. At 
same, his eyes met those of the man coming aro" 
corner. The man who carried on his person a net WOM 
approximately five million yen. With a sniff of lav8® 
the man disappeared into the elevator. : 

Out! The umpire’s voice clanged inside 
skull. Kaitani hung his head and trudged back ® 
office. He could well imagine the scene as the ® 
sarcastic tone of voice queried him, What were 


him a light blue envelope, 
name of the company. The envelope 
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had laid across his back. Last but 
ntents of the envelope. 
shrugged. “Yeah, but when you 
gesture, isn’t it? He didn’t think 
ought one for you.” 
his flushed face back and forth. 
Higashiyama was amused when Kaitani td ief. When I was job-hunting, I 
him about it. His shoulders shook with laughter. Kait piece handkerchief set came with 
slammed his beer glass down on the counter will ‘it is now. But the whole thing stinks, 
a thump. “This isn’t something to laugh about,” iu look at it.” He slapped the envelope 
pouted. Inside were five handkerchiefs. 
handkerchiefs as a present. There 
it means one for each day of the 


Chapter 2 


In the mood he was in, Kaitani hadn't waniet 
to head back to his apartment straight after work, 
he emailed Higashiyama and mentioned that if he 
wrapping things up on his end, perhaps they could het 
out and get something to eat? There was a great lave 
not far from the train station called “Kemuri.” i 
decided to meet up there. j ‘yours. I sure don’t want them.” 

Kemuri had been a coffee lounge in a previ @ put the handkerchiefs back in the 
incarnation, but the proprietress found running 4 om er,” he said under his breath, folding 
house a pain, and so, without changing the interior ® ether you use them or not, you'd 
at all, she turned the place into a tavern. The W alls n. Apitto handkerchiefs go for 
finished in antique brick, and a glowing chandelier? 
from the ceiling. Sample side dishes were displ@¥® grabbed the envelope. The 
the glass cases that once held cakes and Pp’ tries: Risin sort of colors ica 
personality of the proprietress, who, aside from fo carry around with him. “Thirty 
cuisine, couldn’t stick to any single plan of a¢ 
obvious everywhere. However, her sashimi and tél 
were delicious, so she had a lot of customers- 

They sat down on the counter stools. ¢°7 

with handmade woolen seat covers made by the 
all-trades proprietress, and Kaitani tearfully PfO™ 


lained, Higashiyama took one 
fs. “Hey,” he said, in admiration. 


and established foreign brand 
cotton blends. As you would 
© for quality, and giving you 
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Hearing the price made Kaitani nervous. Thog at’s not true. At my last company, I 
three thousand yen handkerchiefs cried out to him, I couldn’t stand. Working there made 
chorus singing in Section Chief Fujiwara’s voice, Wag stomach. The weird thing was, when I 
your hands. Wash your hands. Wash your hands. job was all bullshit, that’s what it 
He didn’t want them, didn’t want to carry them told myself, “This is interesting, this 
but was too cowed to throw them away. In the end, ke ‘of like self-hypnosis. The same thing 
stuck the envelope in his satchel. “Just thinking ou le. If you only think how much you hate 
loud,” Kaitani muttered, sipping at his third beer. “B all you can do is tread water. Even if 
I don’t think I’m ever going to get along with Section ell yourself something like, ‘Everything 
Chief Fujiwara. He’s a completely different make ant me off, but he really is decent.’ Do 
model. Naw, he’s a completely different species.” ly will come around to seeing him that 
“Species, huh?” said Higashiyama. n, when you warm up to them and 

“Trying to work with somebody who’s got hard to go on hating them.” 
totally different set of values is a lost cause. The o itely an optimist. In all honesty, 
person who’s going to agree with Fujiwara is anotiit © way Fujiwara smells. More than 
snob like him, what with the 300 thousand yen taild Man wearing cologne like that is 
made suits and the smelly cologne.” He gulped down ®® 2 
last of the remaining beer and let out a sigh. nL a bad place!” 

“On the other hand,” Higashiyama said, y being scolded about washing your 
doesn’t like hanging out with a friend who shares ¥® t sometime. That’ll dent any man’s 
same outlook on life? However, when it comes (0 f 
job, as a rule, I don’t think that’s the case. People 
different perspectives working together produce ™ 
interesting results. That kind of experience giv’ 
insights into how other people think. Unde: standing 
the facets of another person is an essential part of 
own growth.” . 

Kaitani gripped the empty beer mug , 
hands and stared at the bottom of the glass. ” 
you’re an adult. I haven’t quite arrived yet.” R 

Higashiyama lightly thumped him © Just imagine that ball is Fujiwara 


d moaned about Fujiwara, and it 
> he had cleared his head and said 
litani left the establishment with 


had been falling when they left 
Sell. On the empty street, Kaitani 

‘umbrella, imagined the white 
Strike zone, and let loose a huge 
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a girlfriend, a woman like her 

er, he doubted that somebody 

yuri would date somebody like him. 

in the morning and ‘Goodbye’ at 

he could do. He hadn’t been able to 
her out. 


receptionist from our company,” 


and want to knock it out of the park. You want to go 
the batting cages, Higashiyama?” 

Higashiyama grabbed the sleeve of his jack 
and smiled wryly. “No, I’m okay. As drunk as you 
all you’d be doing is fanning the air.” 

“Yeah, piss on that.” But imagining smashingy 
baseball decorated with Fujiwara’s face cheered him 
He looked up at the dark sky and laughed. 

é “Kaitani, let’s go this way to the station! 
Higashiyama indicated the path alongside the park. 

“Huh? Wazzat? You wanna go to the station, tit 
way’s shortest. C’mon.” 

Kaitani started down the main boulevard im 
opposite direction. After several steps, he understate 
why Higashiyama wanted to take the detour along ® 
park. At the intersection ahead, there among the ped 
waiting there for the light to change was the same 

he’d been trashing until a few minutes ago. 

Fujiwara whispered in the ear of the worl” 
was with, and then turned. Higashiyama casually gre Higashiyama, Kaitani answered 
him and Fujiwara nodded in return. Then Fujiwa eah, I thought she was nice. But 
the woman mingled in with the crowds and disapPpe y out of my league.” i 
down the darkened street. € train approached. 

“Hey, what’s with you?” Such a wet blanket,” Kaitani 

Until Higashiyama called out to him, i finift0 thie lator: rae 
had been staring at Fujiwara and the woman. MS on you.” He nodded his head 
What a lousy coincidence.” P onto the train, 

; The woman with Fujiwara was ee ed Higashiyama as the train 
reception. Among the receptionists, Sasagu" 
both in an outside the company for her 8 
pleasing voice, and especially her graceful cows: 


him, then she’s got bad taste in 


but not enough to tell her. He 
€ station. His chest hurt. Yet she would 
y like Fujiwara, that’s what it came 


lived in the opposite direction from 
lin going in the other direction as 
he stairs to the platform, Higashiyama 
4 g, “You don’t have a thing for 


People in the car. Kaitani 
d sighed. Turning the events 
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of that afternoon over in his head, he just got mg 
depressed. What a horrible day. Any day that got jj 
tied up with Fujiwara was going to be a horrible day, 


hapter 3 


in June, Kaitani met with the 
do the artwork for the Kasua 
was supposed to handle 
business came up at the last 


1't get away. And so, the order came 


*k up the design drafts. 

series of private, multipurpose 
of the third floor of the corporate 
n had been advised in advance 


to an open booth. As arranged, 


Kaitani got the call from 
"d arrived. Her sweet, bell-like 


e heart. 


task he was working on and 
floor, The designer was in the 
han sat in a chair with thin legs 


r eyes met. 


et you. I’m Kaitani from Sales 
is tied up with other business 
sked me to take his place.” 
himself and presented his 
Wed. Even though he was an 
Was the first time Kaitani had 
In accordance with Fujiwara’s 
sven to a design firm, but to 
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“Anna Kaitani?” alled something to that effect, but as 

Kaitani was surprised to hear the cop 4 in art, so he’d forgotten all 
pronunciation of his first name. Inside the company e’d mentioned it, Shiozawa had done 
went by “Yasukazu,” the masculine reading of the k the refreshment stand signs for 
in his name. Not many knew the proper reading ture festival. Kaitani remembered 
“Anna.” work he’d done. 


me, too. I never would have 
"d end up in sales at a cosmetics 


The designer had a soul patch on his chin, 
wore a hat appropriate to an artiste. His clothes, m 
and worn but not too shabby, only made him look all 
more “creative.” He flashed a friendly smile, and alli 
once Kaitani remembered. “Hey, Shiozawa, isn’t it? 
name on the designs is JuNicHi, so—” 

“That’s my pseudonym. Wow, strange 
you here. We haven’t crossed paths since high s d Shiozawa with a straight face. 

In high school, he and Yukihiko Shiozawa ¥# vith having connections. The important 
on the baseball team together. All the members of you put into your job. But working for 
team had committed themselves to the goal of atten i nice. My studio consists of the 
the annual Koshien high school national bas® vo in a tiny office. At best, we’re 
championships, but were crippled by a lack of ul tract with Cavi was a stroke of luck 
They instead achieved the spectacular accomplish g under now.” 
of getting knocked out in the first qualifying round on the table and wrung his 
years running, thanks to Shiozawa’s spectacula S a lousy pitcher in high school, he 
pitching. After high school, Shiozawa had gon® I himself, “Let’s go!” as he 
college and Kaitani to university, so they natural 
apart. 


myself.” He said in a quiet voice, 
|me, I got this job thanks to my 
was late to the job hunt and 
| the air.” 


; S the best work we’ve done,” he 
Finding himself together with an old & ‘We hope you like it.” 
buddy, with whom he’d shared the same mud the situation _ honestly 
and toil, the tension in the room evaporated Ock it off. We’re buddies.” 
“I can’t believe you became a designe Shiozawa with a small smile. 
I didn’t know you had that kind of talent.” ” iis time, all ten items employ 
“You forget that I was also in the high school Be KAsHA suggested to us was 
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one of peace and harmony, a sense of the Orie 
Expanding upon that in several directions, this is 
we came up with.” 

As soon as Kaitani opened up the file folder, 
said to himself, “Cool.” The base color of the bottles 
silver. On top of that was layered the green-tinged bl 
design of a dragon. 


“A dragon carried about it a hint of evil. | ths 


that’s why men like dragons. Deep inside, we Te 
want to be bad. The designs of men’s cosmetics up 


now have mostly tried to split the difference with simp 
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m, this kind of bottled product 
three months, half a year if we’re 
stent use. The container will sit in 
time, It'll get worn and dirty. 
le design, the deterioration would 
th this design, when the bottle gets 

e the opposite. Its essence comes 
e finished with a bottle, it’s so nice- 
u’d think twice about throwing it 


in high school, Kaitani could 


artwork that the vast majority of men aren’t goingl was thinking from the way he stood 


love and aren’t going to hate. We think it’s time 1 
design that makes this kind of bold impression. 4 
design that will make an impact while not going 
style.” lh , 
“Yeah, yeah,” said Kaitani, agreeing Ww" 
heartily. : 

; “You probably don’t get it from the picture) 
but these parts of the dragon are embossed, and 
slightly rough to the touch. We think it lends @ ‘ 
class feel than the typical silk screen. The design 
on the lid as well. It looks like the coil of the 4 
tail.” 


Kaitani imagined the company’s ae 7 

this dragon design occupying a comer of @ a 

store. Such a retail display would look quite oom 
. These are really, really great. 

a agri think so?” Shiozawa planted val 

on the table and leaned forward. “The hee 

this design is that it’s classy from beg!™ 


Same way he’d signal the next pitch, 
g that came into his head: “And 
to buy the same product.” 


eeling was no different from when 
‘Strikes from a veteran batter. 

ut his right hand and they firmly 

© with this,” he declared. 

ined and scratched at the back of 

news on my end, but I hear your 

tough nut.” 

fa gives these designs the 

to push hard for them. In any 

’s guaranteed to sign-off on 


Put business aside and talked 
Suid reminisce forever and not 
¥ Went on talking for almost 
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_ Shiozawa had given him. No 
e designs were great. They really 
still marveling at what a good 
when Section Chief Fujiwara 
tment. The emergency meeting 


When the time came to leave, as they 
the multipurpose booths, Kaitani gave Shiozawa 
warning. “It’s not a problem when we’re together, 
don’t call me Anna at the company. I go by Yasukay 
“Sure,” Shiozawa said. “But what's wrong: 
Anna? Sounds fine to me.” 
“The name sucks. Anna’s a girl’s name, rigi 
“Okay, I'll be careful, Anna,” Shiozawa 
putting particular emphasis on the name. L 
“Hey,” said Kaitani, with a menacing look. Fujiwara, but today, Kaitani really 
“Joke, joke,” Shiozawa laughed as they part awa’s designs. He approached 
Kaitani’s first name, as registered on his bit hand. 
certificate, was pronounced “Anna.” After two som he imagined an impressed Fujiwara 
father’s fervent wish was that his last child be@ would nonchalantly boast, Yeah, 
and so had considered only girl’s names. His last er, he’s an old classmate of mine. 
turned out to be a boy. Having become attached #0! Kasna designs from Studio 7/2.” 
name “Anna,” he couldn’t give it up. The kanji for Fujiwara, taking the file and 
originally consisted of An (“contentment”) + 08 mer of his desk. 
character from the ancient city of Nara). As pall® ‘the computer screen, and showed 
his mother thought the name was, she only prote® to the file anytime soon. Kaitani 
“look” of the name, and so she changed the second) dd to his desk. After working on mail 
to the character for “harmonious.” 3 entry tasks for an hour, Kaitani 
Kaitani couldn’t stand the name that his 80 outside for a bit. 
made such a fuss over. In elementary sch00!s © Fujiwara called out to him, 
teased as “Annie-boy.” When he entered middle Waiting for him to stand up. 
he decided on his own to call himself “Yast the designs, Kaitani figured, 
rarer, but accepted reading of the same kan). on Chiefs desk. 
soon became common parlance, but close Fujiwara asked, handing him 


washing incident in the 
him with Sasaguri, Kaitani’s 
only intensified. Truth was, he 


by Nishino, right? On your 


aazwrwl”e]™T@B*™]npep 
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way, drop this off at Studio 7/2. Tell them I’I| email f 


details.” ed at Kaitani from the left and 


“Return all of them? Without making Bee fiir lightheaded and his skull 
ictal : itis teeth. Fujiwara said the designs 
Fujiwara narrowed his eyes as if annoyed r, but he thought they were cool. He 
don’t need copies. Those designs are unacceptable” ployee; he was also a twenty-five 

Kaitani almost dropped the file. : ise: aeitographic, 
Hnnecepiablon yon Se pe ; i g about simplicity, how is it 

“I mean I’m rejecting them. Studio 7/4 willh ¥ C line? You say you 
to submit new — from the products of other 

Kaitani nervously waded into the di : ails : 
“Um ... I think the designs are fine. What exactly ab geen en doesn’t its design, 
them don’t you like?” 

Fujiwara rested his chin in his right hand 
glanced up at Kaitani. “You looked at them?” 

“T had a look at them downstairs. The d 
design struck me as very original.” 

Fujiwara heaved a little sigh and Ie 
forward. “You’re starting your third year here. A ome 
the marketing data you’ve handled in your positions? 
can’t understand what’s wrong here?” 

The words were like a dagger througt| 


ozawa, We’ll go with this. And if 
lesigns a thumbs down, He’d push 

anything else, he honestly believed 
| with his own two eyes were quality 


Spelled it out for him, word- 
how unique the design, no matter 
ork, if the design doesn’t sell the 
ness ends. with the designer ego. 
considerable damage on the 


fli 
heart. cho 3 
“Applying a little common sense, you § y 
be able to predict that decorative art like this Wo 
have popular appeal. We cannot use designs ™ 
going to prejudice the consumer one way oF - 
Simplicity is the most important factor in the sign won’t go out of fashion. No 
men’s cosmetics. Any playful aspects should be oe don’t ss that desire t flirt 
to the logo.” Fujiwara shrugged. “If I had beet 4 only a little way, this Siri 
with this designer directly, I would have retum™®™ F evil Octal context.” 


think it probably will sell?” 
ou already. This design is not 
‘a 


with that,” Kaitani stubbornly 
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He was only repeating what Shiozawa 5 it have you learned about the way 
told him, but the argument emerged in his own wo Bay you have some kind ofblind 
Fujiwara sunk into silence with a displeased expres on design, but how many of Kasia s 
on his face, deep lines appearing between his eyebroy pee your pion? How many think 

“I want to go forward with this design, this ‘bad vibe’ you talk about? Can 
accept the consequences.” urvey results to that effect?” 

After shaking his head back and further like 0 his head and bit his tongue. 
exasperated mother dealing with an unreasonable ch F two hours ago. There was no 
Section Chief Fujiwara slowly opened his mouth. “Ih ag to circulate a survey and get back 
what you’re saying, but your belief that this design time. Fujiwara damn-well knew 
good and will sell is just that, a hunch.” 

“Yes, it is,” Kaitani answered, with 
unwavering show of confidence. 

“And what is the foundation for your faitll 
this hunch of yours?” ; 

There was no way to answer such a dif 
question, so he couldn’t reply. What was the basis! 
his convictions? In the first place, a hunch, by defini 
didn’t have a foundation. 

“Up until now, you haven’t taken comm 
become a leader and managed a project. You've? 
acted in a support capacity. Though we works 
CHRYSANTHEMUM PAviLion together, | never heat 
opinion from you regarding sales-related ideas of ® 

Kaitani couldn’t argue with that. Up © 
this point, his attitude toward his job had beet” 
passive. His overriding feeling was that some? 
him, who hardly knew a thing, didn’t have ® 
important to say. 

“I could understand this reaction if you 
rookie, but this is the third year you’ ve bee 


for your answer.” 
any surveys.” 

hed thinly, a triumphant look on 
mean is, the only evidence you can 
this dragon design will be widely 
this so-called bad boy image—is 


hat it came down to, but Kaitani 
If to admit it. 

no data, nothing to back up your 

upposed to trust the hunch of a rank 


his back teeth and wrung his 
a’s questioning was unbearable, 
almost to the point of tears. He 
sign was a solid one. But there 
h Fujiwara’s argument. That’s 
didn’t have the information he 


| want to go forward with this 
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design, but if it fails, if the design doesn’t sell, ‘the train and left the station, rain 
company will incur significant losses. In that case mpour followed him like a harbinger 
will you rectify the situation? Glibly saying you'll tai e misfortune to the next, darkening his 
responsibility won’t cut it.” i 
The phone on Fujiwara’s desk rang. “This desi 
is not acceptable. The next design proposals should 
ready in ten days time. Inform Studio 7’ that, based 
their next submission, we will not rule out going with 
different firm.” " 
He said this all quickly and then picked upt ly, the person who met him in the 
phone. He didn’t spare Kaitani another glance. With ozawa himself. 
token bow to excuse himself, Kaitani returned to his ¥2 was located on the third floor of 
desk. housed a variety of businesses. 
When he said down, Kuge said, “What were entire left-hand side of the twelve 
and the big boss talking about? You two were at it for Books, magazines, and file folders 
long time.” collecting in disordered piles on 
“Nothing,” he replied. “Just stuff about then® the air of creativity generated by the 


hiozawa had exchanged cell phone 
ail addresses. Kaitani didn’t have the 
t him beforehand. If Shiozawa wasn’t 
care of things without having to 


product designs.” Kaitani realized that this job 
Kaitani shoved the file into his satchel on work. Shiozawa showed him 
trudged out of the office. ircated by partitions set up in the 


Following the map printed on the back 
Shiozawa’s business card, he headed straight ¥ 
the studio where Shiozawa worked. Having 
Shiozawa that the design was unacceptable after 
all but guaranteed it would be approved was incret inging by the file. Sorry for all 
harsh. However, if he didn’t tell them to fix it, ild’ve let me know, I could have 
Fujiwara said, and create a neutral design that 00 how did it go on your end? You 
hated or loved, Shiozawa would lose the con Doss said it was top-notch work—” 
Cavi that this small shop was betting its future ed broadly. Without meaning to, 

Shiozawa’s office was not far away; just yes. “Yes, there is that.” He started 
stops from the station closest to Cavi headq¥# tds coming out haltingly. To no 


the designs are really great,” he 
ed out an uncomfortable looking 
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there really no other options open to him? 

The white sheets of rain poured down, obsoys 
the sidewalk on the other side of the street, Kae 
stared at the storm. A full ten minutes later, gripping 
umbrella tightly in his right hand, he turned on hish 
and, with great spirit, raced back through the downp 
not to the station, but to Studio 74, Shiozawa’s 


Chapter 4 


ing marketing meeting, Kaitani 
If from yawning. It was enough that 


t to him, whispered, “At least cover 


nd even clamping his jaw shut, he 
ie was tired. Even when he stood up, 


and his eyes met with those of 
to the office manager. Fujiwara 
d-off at him. Still, Kaitani shook 
out a second thought, because 
iate reason for his sleepiness 


their respective tasks. Kaitani 

ura’s desk. 

Fujiwara, I would like to have a 
» 


monitor, Fujiwara only 
“What’s this about?” 

ing I would like you to 
ced at his watch. “I’ll give you ten 
with the dragon motif in the 
Submitted by Studio 7 for 
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the Kasua line.” fic bottle. It’s a half-scale model.” 
Fujiwara knit his brows together. “I thoyoy d this as well, the surprise showing. 
told you it was unacceptable.” : tinged silver finish. Toward the 
Kaitani held out to Fujiwara the file folde r, the dragon turned into a pattern 
his right hand. “I conducted a survey about the dy i cumference the can. The dragon 
design and have tabulated the results. I'd like yout: yered on the steel finish with green 
at what we came up with.” h to the touch. The lid was not the 
He thrust the folder out to Fujiwara, top, but instead could be removed 
showed no signs of taking it. Kaitani placed the fo e was a trick to the lid as well. 
on the desk. “I got help from some friends in high so g up where the dragon’s tail 
and college. We amassed almost 800 survey respo r Se sci the bottle. 
and compiled the data.” bottle in his hand, his face grim as 
Fujiwara didn’t react at all, only sat there Wi idn’t have a thing to say. 
a cold look on his face. Kaitani quelled the im fief, about the planning meeting 
growing in his gut, and began his explanation. luge came up behind Kaitani. Fujiwara 
“First are the impressions associated with ze said, “May I give you my staffing 
dragon motif. The responses differ according t 
groups. Teens to mid-twenties overwhelmingly des 
it using terms such as ‘good-looking’ or ‘cool.’ From! 
mid-twenties on up, the results point to more of @ 
boy’ or ‘outsider’ image.” 
Fujiwara finally opened the first page of 


it on my desk.” 

the documents on the desk, taking 
fo glance at what was in Fujiwara’s 
is that a bottle for the new product 
report. “answering her, Fujiwara instead 

think of this design?” 

her the half-scale mock-up. Kuge 
look and feel for herself, opened 
eatedly. “This is pretty good. It’s so 


“We collected responses on a variety of 
data points, as well. We asked if responder wo 
interested in trying out a men’s cosmetic W 
design on the container. More that 90 percent 
in the affirmative.” 

Bit by bit, his confidence grew: 
produced the last item from his suit coat pocket 
an acquaintance of mine create a sample of the € 


—— 


Tesponse nearly made Kaitani’s 
Ot cute,” he protested. “It’s cool.” 
course,” Kuge apologized, and 
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shrugged her shoulders. “I love this dragon mo iends and acquaintances from junior 
Making the lid part of the dragon’s tail is a nice toys, |, and college. The data he collected 
It’s pretty elaborate for a cosmetic, but if | saw one ig, no well the dragon motif would be 


guy’s room, I’d just want to pick it up.” 


no slacking off. If it turned out 
So, the design made a good impression themselves time to switch over 
women, too. Great, Kaitani thought, rubbing his h Kaitani gave himself five days to 
together. Five days before, on the rainy afternoon, he} sand analyze the data. 
made a resolution: he would do whatever he could, @ the faxes and emails that came back 
with words, but with actions. He’d use everything inhi didn’t have time to sleep. His biggest 
arsenal. He told himself that resistance was not futile igh school classmate who’d become 
and that come hell or high water, he wouldn’t let up util er and gotten his students to fill out 


he’d achieved his goal. direct responses from the younger 
The first thing he’d done was race back 2 important reference point. 
Shiozawa’s office and suggest that they stick to d ‘different, but pretty interesting, don’t 


guns and stay with the dragon design. Shiozawa 
resigned to the fact that it’d already been rejet 
once, but as Kaitani argued with him, he came aro 
to Kaitani’s way of thinking. However, if they put 
of their eggs in one basket and went down with 
honorable but crushing defeat, Shiozawa’s job wo! 
on the line. While they pressed forward with the dras 
motif, Shiozawa would prepare a new set of design 

There was nothing concrete about what ¢ 
resided on paper, so Shiozawa proposed that they 4 Suggests the possibility that the 
a scale mock-up. Even though he didn’t have © acceptance that I first imagined. 
contacts with the people who could make such 4 selves. But do you think you 
he got in touch with some old friends from the © 
school he’d attended and was able to arrange + itani answered, confidently. 

This was more than a matter of begging ® tt to him, Kuge said under her 
Kaitani got down to work. So that he coul ; eed. A container this elaborate 
Fujiwara with sufficiently compelling eviden HY expensive. Kaitani, what’s the 


sked for it, but Kuge was backing 
is chin in his hand, Fujiwara turned 
it page by page. “I said in the first place 
his design proposal,” he muttered, not 


well-received, according to these 
it'll be a hit.” 
d, pressed his fingers against 
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all of Kaitani’s hard work and 


like garbage. It was mortifying 
eak down like a little kid. He bit 


unit cost for something like this?” 

His mind went blank. The manufacturig 
of the container. That’s right. It wasn’t free. H d 
so consumed with the marketability of the dragond 
that he hadn’t given the cost structure any thougl 
all. : 


few days, he’d cut back his sleep to 
é was so ridiculously tired that it 
yed the work. As painful as it was, it 
call it pleasurable, but that’s the 
cribe it. 
the feedback as he compiled 
‘seeing the positive responses for 
n that he had a winner. This was 
three years since he’d joined the 
ome totally immersed in his job. 
heard a loud thump! Kuge struck 
hand and leaned toward Fujiwara. 
Said, “I really think you’re over 


“I, um, haven’t considered that, yet.” 

Kuge continued, “Even if we approve 
design, we can’t use it’s going to eat into ourms 
You have to pay attention to things like that. Thist 
dragon motif by itself will incur substantial up 
expenses. What do you think is the best way to dol 
printing? If you can handle that while maintainil 
same ambiance about it, the rest should be inexpé 
enough.” 

Oh God, Kaitani thought, as soon as he 
the word “printing.” This embossed fee! would ® 


hike up the price. Kaitani has gone the extra mile, 
“Kaitani.” the results, shouldn’t you at least 


Hearing his name, he came to attention. he’s put in?” 
had a frown on his face. “I’ll say it again. I don’t orked up a head of steam. In the 
spend a lot of time on something I’ve already te) Fujisawa looked a little bewildered. 

Kaitani had run himself ragged for fivé temployee’s superiors to discern the 
and had been doomed from the start. It was like #8 ected effort and steer it back on 
to the solar plexus. 

Fujiwara said, “I’m looking for 4 Fe 
design that will sell, too. Nevertheless, !’'™ 
off on unrewarding adventures, nor do I inte Sing these issues in a manner 
unnecessary risks. Aren’t you still insisting © e future?” Kuge was on a roll. 
own opinions without the doing necessary 2° tthe subject, I’d like to get a few 
first?” hest. I’ve had questions about your 


M unsuccessful, hard work is hard 
@ the way for what comes next? 
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management style for some time. Your marketing-¢rj yu can keep them. I have my own 
approach has yielded significant results. Its efficiency: 
high and its failure rate low. However, being domin 
by numerical results not only makes it increasingly 
difficult to make decisions, but doesn’t it also end ok his hand off the file folder. The 
killing off new ideas?” t ed. However, Kaitani still felt 

Fujiwara drew his brows together and scoy ara hadn’t said anything, but Kaitani 
He took a breath and said, “But—” of everybody, including Kuge, he 

Cutting him off before he could continue, Kiige agon design “provisional.” He hadn’t 
said, “I’m sorry, but if we can clear up the cost concen it would eventually be chosen. Simply 
I think Kaitani’s design will prove both superior ss over and placate Kuge, he’d said, 
original. Since we’ve still got time, don’t you thi And because Fujiwara didn’t have any 
it'd be a good idea to at least make this prope ‘the design or anything Kaitani had 
provisional?” in keeping the report Kaitani 

After a moment of silence, Fujiwara look 
across the office. Every employee was observing i 
thrilling exchange between Kuge and the Section G 
Amidst the stifling tension, Fujiwara cleared his tir 
and looked straight at Kuge. “Since you insist, ¥8 
consider the dragon design proposal on a provisis 
basis.” 


: necessary. I leave it to your 


did n't think that hard work by itself 
in high school, despite how hard the 
ced, they were eliminated two years 

t round of the national tournament. He 

t experience; there were some things 

't control. It'd been a mortifying 

h school. Losing had been tough 

had changed. 

‘things different this time, Kaitani 

fas because he hadn’t yet heard the 

e over!” 


Kuge turned and clapped Kaitani on the P 
“Great, huh?” 

“Y-Yes.” 3 

“The dragon design proposal is provis™ 
think the cost factor will prove a major obstacles 
give it your best shot.” 

With a slap and a wink, Kuge returned f 
desk. Kaitani glanced at Fujiwara. When theit 
Fujiwara pushed the survey material he'd 8 7 
toward him. “These, I believe, belong to you 


Chapter 5 


Apart from the dragon design, Shiozawa alg 


created a simpler design logo; he got an “Okay” 


Fujiwara on the first submission. While Shiozawa k 


escaped the worst-case scenario—losing the ac 
with Cavi—the simple logo left Kaitani with the 


impression that he’d seen something like it a dozen 
times before. There was nothing fresh or new about 


With the dragon design in contingency, 


wasn’t sure about how to proceed. No matter h 


clueless he might be, though, the last thing he was 
to do was ask Fujiwara for help. If he did, Fuj 


would simply tell him he was in over his head, 


dismiss his concerns without hesitation. 
Atany rate, calculating the unit cost of the 
was first on the agenda. Kaitani spent every spare ™ 


reading old reports and fishing for information. The 


and short of it was simple: cosmetics containets 
manufactured abroad, in Asia. In particular, there 


a number of manufacturing facilities with low unit 


and high production volume. In the case of 
the manufacturer was not yet decided. It was #® 
problem. 

Compared to women’s products, manufael 
of men’s products were few and far betweet: 
because of high overseas shipping costs, ao 
production might remain competitive. 
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another concern about offshore 
t was whether an overseas facility 
fine details required in such a 
previously worked on a women’s 
vd been no end to the troubles 
and the containers. In Japan, 
‘millimeter in size would be cause 
it would be considered “in 
were often inconsistencies in the 
well. 
elieved a domestic manufacturer 
sheet steel products—hair mousse 
irant spray cans—were made 
the company-operated Aoba factory in 
rst thought was to go directly to the 
i with the engineers about how 
would cost to make, but he was 
er they would want to deal with a 
sible party had committed to. 
y, Kaitani stayed holed-up in the 
after business hours, dredging 
} documents. Although he found 
et steel manufacturing, because 
design, the information could 
e to the potential cost of the new 
ly needed to consult with the 
factory, but he-was unsure about 
iry call. 
e’d finished browsing through the 
his eyes were red and sore. It 
he returned the documents to 


cou 
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the shelf. There wasn’t a person left on the floor, 
He notified the security guard, who let hj 
of the building. Although it wasn’t raining, the h 
humid air made him catch his breath. On his 
the station, he passed by a convenience store, A gp led and nodded to him. He 
Tanabata festival exhibit was on display in the im. And then, something entirely 
window. Come to think of it, it was July, She approached him. “Kaitani- 
he’d been working late so often that he was livi jome right now?” 
convenience store carryout. Since he always went stimes greeted him when he passed 
same store, he’d tried every box lunch on the men rea, but never by name. Despite there 
was now into his second week. the company, their total numbers still 
Even though buying something here n y. Overjoyed that she remembered 
more to carry home on the train, now and then he them, he practically flew over to her. 
to sample the goods from different convenience st am,” he said. “I was stuck late doing 
He strolled into the store. He was there to get 
carryout, but he headed for the racks of men’s cosm sare working hard. It looked to me like 
A well-known brand from another company line company’s product display.” 
shelves. Nothing was out of stock, and the display’ made him suddenly self-conscious. 
conspicuously located in the most visible part © back of his head, surreptitiously 
store. Several Cavi products stood off to the sié e his hair wasn’t sticking up. After 
themselves, but the lotions were out of stock, a, even if he didn’t take the 
“fronting” of the rest was haphazard. he made sure that his bed hair 
It struck him as a sorry sight. Under the 84 
examining the merchandise, Kaitani straighte™ 
products. As he was doing so, a hand reached past 
picked up a can of the competitor’s shaving e™" 
went up to the register. 3 
When Kasua went on sale, Kaitant Pl 
himself that this shelf would be lined with @% cinema next to the station. It 
He turned around and saw a woman standing films father than blockbusters. 
magazine racks. His heart skipped a beat. SB nust be a real film buff. 


her soft hair fell in waves on her 


glossy, her eyes large. 
e receptionist at Cavi, Hiromi 


going home now, too, Sasaguri- 


ly brushed her hair back from her 
lo, I got off work at six. I went to 


76 Narise Konohara ) Doesn’t Take Off His Clothes 77 


“You don’t say. Was it interesting?” 

Sasaguri flashed a wry smile. “It was okay 
said, meaning it wasn’t that good. 

“Do you like movies?” 

It followed that if she went to art house theg 
she must be a buff. But her response wasn’t what} 
expected. “Not particularly. Watching movies is a 
way to turn my brain off for a while.” 

A shadow flitted across her pretty face 
her countenance darkened. Something bad must ha 
happened, he surmised, but he didn’t have the cour 
to broach the subject. 

In the short silence that followed, a thoug 
suddenly occurred to him. No matter what they @ k 
about, no matter how well they got along, Sasaguft 
Fujiwara were still an item. She was Fujiwara’s 
Kaitani knew the odds were heavily against him. 

He bit his lip painfully. At the same time 
being neglected for almost ten hours, his s@ 
growled. Worse, it was quite loud. He nerv ously 100 
up. Sasaguri looked at him with wide eyes 
giggled. In fact, she was laughing at him. 
he blushed from the tips of his ears to the soles 
feet. 


' - past ten-thirty. “You won’t be 

ting back late?” 

e by myself. I wasn’t so eager to 
” 


want to go home. Even while 
hat she was hitting on him, he 
he was “Fujiwara’s woman” and 
Saying she didn’t want to go home 
d to go home with him. It simply 
ant to go home. 
» 
Store side by side. She may well 
, but getting a bite to eat would do 
audacious to think of cuckolding 
‘simply going out for a good time 
vas all in the scope of friendship, he 


got around to searching out a 
it was getting late and all the 
ts were closing. The taverns were 
"d t serve food, Finally, they went 
a in front of the station and sat 
have much in the way of sex 
the same room with Sasaguri 
© of verve. After getting the 
i the pasta plate. Kaitani resisted 
favorite, and instead ordered 
mburger special sounded too 
‘would eat. 
of water. “Kaitani-san, you 


“You must be hungry,” she asked, mili e 
“Ah, yeah. I haven’t eaten for a while- . 
“Hey, why don’t we go get some gM 
haven’t had dinner yet, either. I’m starvin: 
He could have killed his unruly sto™ 
right on the heels of his injured pride it had @ 
his rescue! “S-Sure. Let’s go.” He glanced at™ 
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always seem to be in a good mood,” she Said, 
under her breath. 

“T do?” 

“You always seem to be running somewhe 

He was always running through the 2 
because he was always late to work. And when ‘on a fishing expedition. No matter 
so, his appearance was always a mess. That must was in the wrong. 
left a strong impression. Starting tomorrow, he ples his head and shut his mouth. 
to himself, he would absolutely, positively stop nt were delivered right then. If 
late. king would be perfectly natural. 
s but thin, so he ate one piece 
the time he had cleaned off his 
}the woman sitting across from him, 
d hardly touched her pasta and was 
ly out of the window. 


e’s always late,’ stuff like that.” 
“Fujiwara-san is not the kind 
ths other people.” 

like a slap across the face. 
‘who didn’t speak ill of people. 


“Are you busy at work?” 

He’d set his alarm clock to go off fifteen mi 
earlier. Give himself a concrete plan of attack it 
morning . . . . Oh, Sasaguri had asked him a ques 

“Yeah, pretty much. Next year, the co 
is launching a new line of men’s cosmetics. Tn 
the planning and development team. There are ® 
preparations to take care of.” 

“Ah, yes, now that you mention it.” 

She seemed familiar with the projec 
was discouraging. The reason why somebody not 0 
team would know about the product launch was®) 
Sasaguri was Fujiwara’s woman. No doubt shee 
about it from him. He couldn’t help woryl , 
Fujiwara spoke of him: He can’t do his job q Say that he’s same as usual—” 
slob, or He doesn’t wash his hands after us!M® = ticed any particular changes.” 

He asked, “Does Section Chief Fu F out a little breath of air. Tears 
talk about me?” t 8. She put her elbows on the 

The expression on Sasaguri’s face with her hands. 
stiffened. “Talk about you?” she replied ™ collapsed in a sudden panic. 
voice. had started crying, and no idea 


her face slowly to him. “I had a little. 
fan appetite.” Sasaguri combed her 
‘ hair and glanced at Kaitani 
“How has Fujiwara-san been 


saguri, if anyone, should know 
n, he answered, “The same as 
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of what to say to her. “Um...1.... ” leaned across the table. “I’m sure 
“I'm sorry.” She quietly raised her head, efore, but the Section Chief is a real 
just that I suddenly remembered something from es to women. That’s why—” 
movie.” ose rumors, too. But I really loved 

The tears welled up and rained downj ked me to go out with him, I was so 
large drops as she spoke. There was no way she cried. He was really happy, too. We 
remembering a scene from the movie. These tearsh the phone. No matter how busy we 
materialized out of thin air. $ every weekend.” 

“Did something bad happen?” her red nose with her hand and 

She lowered her head again and didn’t ans ed at his own clenched hands. 

“Pm a good listener. Even when I ¥ ‘was so mortifying, so unbearably 
school, my senpai often came to me when they nee d never make anybody cry like this, 
somebody to talk to. I’m pretty tight-lipped, so you! 
trust that I can keep a secret.” 

Sasaguri raised her head, her rosy cheeks! 
with tears. She smiled, but it seemed forced. I 
dumped by a guy I liked.” 

Fujiwara appeared in his mind’s eye 
same time, anger flooded through him. Any 
would make a girl cry like this must be a real 

“When we broke up, he told me, “Yous 
my idea of an ideal woman.’ Up to that point, I 
heard a thing from him about what his ideal 
was a real shock to me. If he’d mentioned what} 
women he liked, I could have worked toward 
for him.” 7 

Fujiwara’s defamers arose in Kaitanl'$™™ 
and marched forward, Fujiwara was a cad 
the guise of maintaining his prominence © 
eye, switched lovers every six months or $0 F 
a new company girl here and there. 


in my apartment, I think about 
et more and more depressed. I’m 
Springing my problems on you all 
't ever talked much before.” 
his head firmly. “Don’t worry 
s to people really is my specialty. I 
there are plenty of great guys in 
hy are going to be as stuck-up as 


suddenly darkened a shade. 
you?” 

HIS craw to admit it, but Fujiwara 
id she still pined for. Shit, he said to 
No taking it back, now. “Sorry,” 
od of his head. “I’m pretty rough 
“Never going to see eye-to-eye 
Suy like the Section Chief. He’s 
at his job, so I may just be 
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prejudiced.” 

He was only digging himself in deeper, 
response to Kaitani’s deprecations, Sasaguri smiled, 
bit. “Kaitani-san, you’re an interesting person.” 

“No, I mean—” 

This really was a pathetic situation, but if 
could make her smile, then maybe it was worth it. Aft 
that, he pushed the subject of Fujiwara aside, and 
her about the movie she’d seen. They talked alm 
until midnight, when the trains would stop running, 
parted at the station. 

When she said, “See you tomorrow,” and sm ed 
sweetly and waved, his spirits soared to the heavens. Fa me your car yesterday.” 

a moment, the sodden night air evaporated away. B ly replied, “No problem at all. I 
after he got home, the charming sound of her voice® : g with you. Let’s have dinner again, 
she said “See you tomorrow” continued to resound it! 
head, echoing pure bliss. 


apter 6 


il phone was already indispensable 
> day after he had dinner with 
let it out of his sight. They’d 

s and email addresses the night 


she sent him an email that read, 


ifying answer was: “It'd be my 


were encouraging, and even 

1 dumped, she was a free woman 

all means, let’s do dinner,” he 
back. 

Ontact him again for the rest of the 
his cell phone with him into the 

t her to get back in touch with 


e day, having reflected on the 
al high and reality, his spirits 
gh school kid any more. Sending 
Somebody who was little more 
simply not done. However, the 
air had Kaitani keyed up to a 


84 Narise Konohara 


degree that he couldn’t ignore. 


The email he’d been waiting for came the 
morning. “Don’t be late to work today,” wrote 


woman, who had no clue about the anguish he’d} 


going through. As he read it, he realized that rather 
rushing at her like a bat out of hell, he should proces 


a sure and steady fashion. 


He said “Hello” to her when he arrived at 


in the morning, and emailed her every day. 


strict formality of dealing with an unfamiliar col 


melted away, improving to something more 
friendship. 


ki 


Because they were nearly the same age {0 


with, they had a lot to talk about together and 


conversations became quite enjoyable. 
However, Fujiwara’s shadow still oct 

cast a pall over her. Inadvertently mentioning F 

name brought a startled look to her face. It pa 


that she still hadn’t put Fujiwara behind her § 


across the office from Fujiwara and catching § 
him only stoked the flames of resentment. At this: 


Fujiwara still held all the trump cards. But K: 
defeat him soon enough. That snob with the 
nose was going down. 

The first step in Fujiwara’s defeat 
Kasua designs Kaitani had submitted. He 


to push them through to the end and create @ 


hit. Accompanying the accomplishment 
recognition by his co-workers and a boost 
confidence. > 

The design had been tentatively | 
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‘oblem of the production costs. First, 


ng down the unit cost, Kaitani 
and sent an email to the chief 
plant in Shinagawa. Figuring there 
over the obvious, he noted that the 
‘isional, but carefully enumerated 
he was personally committed to it, 
d please send him an estimate. 

tight away. He’d wondered if the 
have anything to say to a run- 
e like himself, and was surprised 


ly came back with a number. Their 


the second surprise. Setting the 
ntage of the unit cost was general 
of this particular design 
with a market price estimated 


nit cost. 


ere price wars were fought over a 
‘of 150 percent was cutting it very 


many emails back and 
issue, the Aoba engineers 
ing the material costs of 
bottle domestically is cost- 
in China might be able to 
the telephone number and 
at the factory in China. 

Sent an email off to China. 
m the Aoba plant had already 
. Kaitani soon got a 
i’s strong accent placed his 
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birthplace in the northern prefectures of Japan. He hag, 
lively manner of speaking that reminded Kaitanj of jy 
high school baseball coach, and he projected that samp 
aura of friendly intimacy. 


n 
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it absorbed into the skin many 


earlier version, without a touch of 
had an invigorating scent, it was 


applied to the skin, and its 


The base unit cost could be pushed down ny times improved. 


permit a maximum markup of 90 percent. Once they 
settled on the unit cost, there was the matter of 
finished product itself. Aware that he was asking a 
Kaitani asked if they could produce a one-off proto 
The designs were not final, and since it was a pet 
request, he should feel free to turn it down, but 
cheerfully responded, “Sure, you betcha!” 

In the middle of July, the on-site engin 
Cavi’s Chinese plant delivered the piéce de résist 
the dragon design container, via overnight exp 
The next day, at two o’clock, after yet another 200 
news broadcast announcing yet another rec 
temperature for the summer, the joint committee me 
between R&D and Sales Promotion commenced. 

The simpler of the two designs Shioz 
created would be presented at the meeting. That's) 
Kaitani had to get the demo bottle in-time. 

First on the agenda was the basic h 
lotion, beginning with a presentation of the 
prototype. There were no significant changes 
actual substance, but R&D wanted them to 
themselves, and several plastic jars were hant® 

As soon as it picked one up, Kaitani s™ 
reaction was, “Huh?” 

The texture wasn’t different in the 
he only thought this for a moment. Spre@ 


¥ 


ive made considerable improvement in 
ing beauty serum compounds, we’ ve 
ease skin permeability, moisturizing, 
tory properties 130 percent. As for 


noted the particulars concerning 
in our report. We were able to keep 


‘Career, but this was the first time 
achievement in so short a time. 


rybody had tried the lotion, 
ly asked, “What do you think?” The 
iis face brimmed with confidence. 
attention to the previous matter of 


ited it again, but concluded that 
its efficacy nor distinctiveness. 


for guaranteed, periodical 


vy materials—consisting of high 


from a cooperative in Fujian 


baseline.” 


Tesult of three week’s work. 


He’d seen plenty of women’s 


€ last time, but this time he was 
Thinking it was a sure-fire 
Eiffel Towel proboscis of his 


= a look of obvious displeasure 


nd the points made by R&D.” 


him that those feelings didn’t 
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Ml | At the sound of his voice, the murmur of people tal of the importance of this new product 
| | | ceased. The conference room fell silent. “ lowever, ited it to be exceptional. Fujiwara 


| is unacceptable. I said previously that the texture 

| problem, and it hasn’t been addressed at all.” 
| “We discussed this earlier,” said Higashiyag 
| Fujiwara coldly cut him off. “I am not aski 
for anything particularly difficult. It seems to me th 
| texture is simply a matter of adjusting the proportio 
| of the basic ingredients. I don’t understand why 
| still fussing over the texture at this juncture. I’ve m 
it clear that it’s a significant cause of concern wh 

| 


xture of the lotion can’t be improved, 
re to be done. I'll use the lotion 

§ line in its place.” 

stared at him, his mouth half- 


fief Fujiwara.” R&D department 
remained silent up to this point. 
comes to sales. Are you trying to deliberately undem 9 her feet. “If the current product is 
this project?” n calling Kasua a new product will be 
| Kaitani said nothing. Despite all their h d to show some empathy for the 
work, because R&D had submitted a product wilt yed in this research effort.” 
few obvious changes, slandering them with accusé you keep trying to create a product I 


of “undermining the project” was apparently fair g n 


lj Higashiyama must have felt the same Way: liet enough in the room to hear a 

| normally placid face was tinged with malice. ‘a listless and disinterested expression, 

Wl | the composition of the basic materials will signii& ts continue with the meeting,” while 
| compromise the moisturizing protection qualities: g chair, Osada. 


Higashiyama and Fujiwara stared dagt of hesitation, Osada said, 
each other. Fujiwara looked away first. He B n is again set aside for further 


2 lo 
iI his bangs back and sighed. “It’s hard to une on to the bottle design, it 


what you can’t see. In any case, it’s still 100 ® ed. First, I’d like everybody to 
that product to go to market. Were we to UY L zn drawings.” 

something that different, it would only be rele’ Passed around were of the 
newly-developed product after KasHa was on’ ence, there were illustrations 
heading in the right direction. There’s 90 7 \ that design. If he’d seen them 
off on adventures tangential to the introduct® sptions, he would have probably 
critical line.” ” To Kaitani’s eyes, though, 
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this calculated simplicity only projected a Si 
superficiality. 

Nobody said anything. Fujiwara’s outby j 
weighed heavily on the mood. Kaitani girded y 
loins and raised his hand. 7 

“Kaitani-san, go ahead.” 

He didn’t have to stand, but he did, any 
With a dubious expression, Fujiwara leaned his hi Fujiwara was going to have 
back and looked at him sideways. Kaitani said, . Fujiwara said, “The dragon design 
concerns the design drawings for the line. In fact, th y remains a secondary proposal. 
is one more proposal. I would like you to take alo as not been made, but please keep in 
these.” percent certainty we’ll be going 

Kaitani passed around copies of the df 
design he had prepared beforehand. A stir went am 
the room, followed by murmurs of conversation. 

“This is pretty interesting,” said @ 
woman. 


voices of everybody around 

ce growing. It was going 

ally going to work! He turned his 

jiwara. So, he wanted to say, how’s 
all saying the design I’ve been 
ours is. 

d his eyes. Kaitani was sure the 


ch a certainty felt like a one-ton 
id on his head. From the positive 
© was no way he could accept an 
you saying that for? The survey 
lid exactly what you said and put 
issues. The reactions to the 
being the case, what the hell’s 
2” 


A man in his forties nodded and muttered 
been a while since I’ve seen anything this elabo 
refreshing, for a change.” 

“There were some cost concerns i 
design. But we were able to lower costs to the: nent, he forgot that he was 
price. This is the prototype we came up with. : ; 

Kaitani took the prototype bottle he'd d-hot Kaitani, Fujiwara was cool 
from the engineer in China from a paper bag a h the lotion that was demonstrated 
awe rang out as the bottle was slowly passed a ‘ibility that the design you're 
oval table. le users.” 

“Pretty cool, don’t you think? It 40% ity-something woman from 
look like a lotion container.” arm. “I think the design is quite 

“Not too high-class, but not low F ling. It seems to go well with 
a unique image, but in a good way, don’t yous 


with people talking. 


Fujiwara drowned them out. “As head of the § ; 

Promotion department, I have something to say. T , don. Kaitani struck the plastic 
second design proposal is rejected. If the texture off } 
lotion is not changed, then we will use the lotion ff 
the previous line in its place. That is all.” 


and left the room, not with an air of irritation, but 
the exasperated attitude that he didn’t want to 
any more of his time talking with a bunch of K 
nothings. 


allowing no room for disagreement. The foe 
his anger gone, Kaitani stared blankly at the 
prototype bottle with its twisting dragon design. 
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As if on-cue, the conference room tumed 


“That’s right.” 
“Tt sure has that effect on me.” 
Raising his voice to a shout, Section Qh 


ing at a table with Higashiyama and 
ri, that strange, little tavern, and all 
ed aside except for the alcohol 
time he thought about the meeting 
it began to burn and he couldn’t 


As soon as he was done speaking, he s 


1erwise mild-mannered Higashiyama 

- The sour look wouldn’t leave his 
had an objective view on things, but 
isses me off. He’s treating R&D 
'S wrong with the materials, he 
out it! The texture is all we’ve been 


It was the judgment of a tyrant, handed 


i, in hearty agreement. “I 
mproved lotion is great. A sure 
it. Together with the dragon 
there’d be nothing to fear. 
bout it. Except for that shit-for- 


y in a comer of a tavern still 
‘than a bunch of bottom dogs 
he decisions of the Section Chief 

n Were absolute. They all knew 


i) 
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at it will be well-received in the 
I think the odds are with us. 
strange. Even for a conservative, 
tion Chief Fujiwara was the type 
the vest, was capable of more 


this, but that didn’t quell the frustration or soothe. 
sting of defeat. 

“T liked it, too, that dragon,” Shig 
grumbled. “But it’s not like I don’t know where §g 
Chief Fujiwara is coming from. Common sense 
that people are going to express their preferences 
it comes to something so unique.” 

“But everybody said they liked it. Except} 
Fujiwara, they all liked the dragon design. That's 
no matter how you look at it, rejecting it doesn't 
sense.” 


dded his head. “In the final 
Chief Fujiwara the one holding all 


ma hunched his shoulders. “That’s 

d. Without his stamp of approval, 

rd smoothly.” 

this plastic mug down on the table 

t's right. The root of the evil was that 
‘of the picture, the dragon design 

the shadows. “Here’s what we 


“That’s how conservative he is. The first ti 
met him, I couldn’t help thinking how strangely d 
seemed. That may because he’s so methodical, tho 
Engulfed by an unbearable sense of ful 
Kaitani started on his third beer. The beer @ 


Kemuri were made of plastic. At first he'd a h crap out of him until he gives 
“What the hell?” At least for today, plastic was# um up a bit, and a candy-ass nancy 
it, drop it, tip it over, and a plastic glass wouldn't without a fight.” 


ed wryly. “You’ll get yourself 
like that.” 
g came of the three of 
ling and moaning. No obvious 
The conclusion had already 
le.” No matter how hard 
man canceled out everything 
bones, 


Higashiyama had told him before that these M¥E® 
American-made “antiques,” but Kaitani was 
proprietress didn’t have a clue about stuff like 08 

Higashiyama folded his arms and spe 
a thoughtful expression. “Even though I & 
far as to agree with Section Chief Fujiwars 
doing things, I can usually support him. 
his conservative approach, too. This time, 


comes to KasHa, he’s playing it way more s@ Sis pend. astaucous 
needs to. Whether it’s the lotion or the des 


4 hit. After they split up, though, 
interesting that rather than giving the en Hike a baby. More than the sheer 


of the doubt, Kaitani and I have had to ul was deeply frustrating. 
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He’d believe that if he did his job and cleaneg he'd resolved not to badmouth Section 
his appearance, what he had to say would get g front of her, he couldn’t help the words 
hearing. of the people at the meeting said 
He’d about reached his own neighborhood presenting was really good. Despite 
his cell phone rang. It was an innocuous text mes a single word: Unacceptable. I can’t 
from Sasaguri about an interesting sales and marke ‘ 
man who'd been to the company earlier that day, 
called back anyway, forgetting that last thing he 
to do was engage in platonic chitchat, and also forget 
how late it was. 
Even in the middle of the night, her voices 
: Wi as pretty as a songbird’s. Kaitani said, “Somethin 


ce followed. At last she said, 
dedicated to his job.” 

the sense she was defending 
him. “He doesn’t understand 


top dogs don’t know what it’s like 
rans. A guy as perfect as Fujiwara 
| wanted to talk to somebody.” rin the world.” 

| i | At the sound of such gentle, caring wort that! Even Fujiwara-san has 
Hi | almost broke down. “The design I pitched at the meet a great deal of anguish.” 

today was turned down flat. I’ve been pretty @ looks, he’s got the brains. He 
since.” at his age. He can do whatever 
's a guy like him got to worry 


Hy | happened. Sorry it’s so late.” 
| | “Oh, no problem. It’s fine. I couldn’t sleep 


“You mean that design you did so much es 
on, and even talked to the factory about? The P 


| you were going to get from the plant in China? y -san has a big inferiority 
| 


to everybody?” but 4 
“Yeah, I showed off the prototype: da face. “What inferiority 
he’s handsome. What woman 


i unacceptable.” 
| “That’s too bad. And after trying S° 
In response to her kind words, teats 
in the comers of his eyes. “No matter how MU 

put in, Section Chief Fujiwara doesn’t want © 

Mil atule, he doesn’t want to know what I did, Pl 
HH sell.” 


you can see. He told me that when 

tk was burned really badly in a 
formed afterward still mar his 
even with a lover, he won’t 
<¢ off all his clothes.” 
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Kaitani bit his lip. He had nothing to say, ;. Whatever it takes— 

“Everybody has their own demons. It’s too| | approached. In his room, Kaitani 
that nobody acknowledged all your hard work. B : words repeatedly. 
wrong to blame other people.” , 7 


The call ended. Kaitani was the one who! 
up. Neither his ears nor his heart could take any 
On top of the double-whammy to the body, the se 
hopelessness hit him like a solid uppercut to thej 
slumped down to the sidewalk. He didn’t know 
console himself. The words wouldn’t come to him 
apartment wasn’t far off, but he didn’t want to gone 
He crashed there in the middle of the sidewalk. 

Kaitani slept in the middle of the sidew 
three a.M., when a police officer on bike patrol awa 
him. The police had received reports of a body lf 
the road, the officer informed him, and he was 
to shape up and behave like a responsible 
society. Kaitani tottered back home. 

He hated his room, as still and quietas . 
of the ocean. So he turned on the television: 
movie was playing. There was so much crap ® 
inside his head, while his heart was empty as 
Kaitani stared listlessly at the telev jon screems 
actress, an Occidental woman, was quite P 
arguing with a man. K 

She turned to him and spat out, “T id 
it takes to get what I want.” 

The words appeared in the fe 
a hackneyed phrase by now, but it sous 
Kaitani’s gut. 

Y’'ll do whatever it takes [© get 


tty 


Chapter 8 


The meeting had ended without R&D re; 


any sort of understanding with Fujiwara. All that wi 


settled was the time of the next meeting: August 
terms of scheduling, Osada said, that would prob 
their last conference. 

In the midst of all this, Kuge, the office me 


for the Sales Promotion department who sat at the des : 
directly across from Kaitani, quit the company 18 


married. Her fiancé had suddenly decided to 
home, and Kuge decided to go with him. 

Up until the announcement, Kaitani h 
been aware that Kuge’s fiancé was from Scotland. 
making the announcement, the second time hea 


“If he’s from Scotland, doesn’t that make him Eng} 


she angrily retorted, “Go buy a map!” F 
She teased him and gave him a playful 
and then, but Kuge was the one superior that 
him more affectionately than anybody ¢ls¢ 
took the initiative to plan a farewell party for he 
apparently had to make all kinds of preparal®™ 
to her departure and would be quite busy, 5° he 
things up a bit and scheduled the party 0” ing 


July. 3 
The farewell party was held at 2 i 

far from the company. Kuge said she wa” io 

sake to be served. Of course, Fujiwara also a 
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is flanked by two striking beauties 
bay. He didn’t talk much and 
yara would attend a drinking party 
he usually latched onto somebody 
e festivities and slipped away. 
eemed determined to stay until the 
something in-mind. 

ed a number of junior staffers 
,, let’s drink Section Chief Fujiwara 
” He secretly set up his plan. “Once 
ed, stirring up interest and curiosity, “I 
wt taking off his clothes.” 

were all women, and while 
with the idea, the thought of their 
hief putting on a little burlesque 
so they pushed aside his flanking 
uring sake for him. 


fe 

up to him, in a fairly sloshed 
g a simple, thin dress. “Thank 
rything. You really went all-out for 


ally taken good care of me, Kuge- 


eah, I guess I looked after you. 
ou, I really had to wonder why 
hen I heard you had connections in 
# Sense. You didn’t even try to hide 
t water. Sort of like fawning over 

not? You must have tickled my 
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| Her blunt manner of speaking made him 
uneasy. “You think I’m incompetent?” 
“Bither that or you just don’t give a damn.” 
His shoulders drooped dejectedly and 
whacked him on the back, hard enough to hurt. “ 
though, with the Section Chief riding your ass, 
seemed to have turned it around. I’ve even been hearin 
good things from Osada. Section Chief Fujiwara 
I come across as a prig, but he’s not a bad guy, just oned 
} those real guarded types. I think that’s why, when hegel 
stuck with a happy-go-lucky hothead like you, youd 


on a mask, like an actor playing a 
d Fujiwara. With all the mingling 
uld have been pouring him drinks 
look on his face hadn’t change in 
lani vaguely recalled hearing that 
d his alcohol. His internal stamina 


| 
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_ he forced a cheerful tone into his 
nk you for all you’ve done for me.” 
aitani, the lovely young lasses who 
surrendered a seat, gave him a 


get along very well.” : ssion and made room. 
Not at all, not in the slightest, he didn’th you drinking? Oh, beer, I see. You’re 
add, and pretended to laugh. , aren’t you? How about some 


Kuge peered up at his face. “If you keep wom 
hard at a job, it’ll get interesting, don’t you think? 
than having people teach you, it’s a lot more fun st 
things and thinking them through on your own, elt? 

“Yeah, sure.” 

“If you at least understand that, then YM 
growing. After this, Section Chief Fujiwara Is $0 
whip you into shape, so be a man and make me PU immediately put his lips to the 

Kuge was drawn away by another WO ep the liquid from sloshing over. 
moved to another seat. Watching her from 4 © n Sorry about causing so much trouble 
Kaitani realized that she really was going awa: Said. As he was an actor today, he 
a sudden pang of loneliness. Even when he and say what was not in his 
overtime and she sent him to buy snacks, 4 “You're doing a great job.” Fujiwara 
major events when she worked him like @% ingely, in an honest moment, Kaitani 
could sense from her words and actions d to being offended. 
for him. : Tm really putting my all into 

But that man was different. 0 thank you in advance.” Fujiwara 


have several varieties here. This 


hatted, he handed Fujiwara an empty 
‘seemed a bit confused, but decided 

g Kaitani down would be rude, so | 
itani picked up the sake flask and 
ll the way to the brim. He did this 
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drained his glass in a gulp. Without Missing ‘ ed alee 
beer and sake, he’s drained almost 


Kaitani refilled the tumbler with the Temaining 
the flask, ignoring Fujiwara’s protests. “That's f 
feel, man. Drink up.” r No way. 
With a puzzled expression on his face, Fu ding. Every time we had a round 
took a sip of the sake. He said, “First of all, youre he drank his. I was watching 
need to study. It may be harsh, but I’ve got no inter e had six or seven glasses of beer. 
people who don’t want to improve themselves.” ive or six tumblers of sake with me 
You talking about me? Kaitani wanted to and the senior staff. It comes to two 
him but didn’t. If Fujiwara had said “Yes,” Kaitani o 
think he could have restrained himself from wring the formidable Fujiwara, flitted 
the man’s neck. “I’ll do my best,” he laughed hol f 
He disciplined his emotions and continued! ts drunk, is he really going to start 
acting job. As he talked, Fujiwara worked away att His face isn’t getting red, and he’s 
drink Kaitani poured. When it came to sake, th a bit more preachy than usual—” 
must have a hollow leg. He looked at Fujiwara him in pouting tones. Taken 
eyes met. Fujiwara scrutinized him from top to® 1 saying. “It’s just something I 
staring at him with an ill-mannered directnes tried off to the lavatory. The beer had 
laughed through his nose. b bladder. Leaving the bathroom, 
If Kaitani hadn’t been acting, he woul Fujiwara was leaning against the 
dumped the rest of the flask over the man’s he ‘Stoom, striking a pose like a male 
was what he really wanted to do. He only fe 
because this was Kuge’s farewell party, and havit 
up, he felt responsible. He had the feeling if he 
to this guy any longer he was going to blow @™ 
Leaving the sake flask where it wa: © : 
and returned to where he had been sitting bef0® 
he did, some of the junior staffers he’d consP! 
“drink Fujiwara under the table” came up !® ‘ 
“Kaitani-san, the Section Chief is® handkerchief.” 
drunk at all. No matter how many drinks we 9 the handkerchief from the 


hands?” he asked in a low tenor 


wed back to the incident in the 
eah, I washed my hands,” Kaitani 
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had no idea what kind of shoes Fujiwara 
yas the guy nominally in charge, he was 
th a token effort looking for him. 


pocket of his slacks, one that hed gotten from Fuji 
though it’d been in his pocket for about a week. 

“Hmph,” Fujiwara laughed, and disappe 
into the toilet. With him out of sight, Kaitani founi 
himself relieved and furious at the same time. On the 
spur of the moment, he’d lost his nerve and handed 
the handkerchief. He really was a miserable excuse 
man. 

He’d helped himself to two more glasses o 
when a waiter came up to tell him that their 
time was almost over. He quickly glanced at his ¥ 
He asked Kuge to say some parting words, presented it 
with a bouquet of flowers, and brought the farewell pa 
to a close. 

By not having gotten Fujiwara roaring dru 
hadn’t achieved his objective this time around. R 
it was a complete wash. And outside the mens ® 
when he handed over his handkerchief to Fujiwaté 
lost. In fact, when it came right down to It, the € 1 the floor. Kaitani felt like shaking 
was a total bust. 4nd telling him, “Hey, jackass, your 

After he squared up accounts and left the 1e bathroom floor.” 
there were only four or five people remaining: helping him, Kaitani hoisted the 
a junior staffer in charge of the after-party, and i He didn’t have much energy left, 
like Kuge had gone on ahead of him. than he’d imagined. When they 

“Hey, I don’t see the Section K one look at her unconscious boss 
Osada whispered in his ear. n surprise. 

“Didn’t he already leave with So og ‘He had one too many and is 
he usually does?” he answered, not wanting take him home. Give my best to 
“Hmph” from Fujiwara again. 

“But his shoes are still there. 
are his, aren’t they?” 


bi, 
” Kaitani turned as a worried- 
e out of the bar. “There’s a man 
he atory. When I asked, he wouldn’t 

. Another of the waiters thought he 
ir banquet. Perhaps he is one of your 


at Kaitani thought about it, Fujiwara 
@ bathroom after him and hadn’t come 
. men’s room in the bar. Fujiwara 
e lavatory floor. Kaitani shook him 
© several times, but Fujiwara didn’t 
he was dead drunk. 
they were in a lavatory together, 
n to wash his hands. Now he had 


Chief 


ose sit " ree ry 
Th toaded the intoxicated Fujiwara 


S him against the opposite car 
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door, as far away from himself as he could man wara in the genkon and found the 
punched the air in exhilaration. A very blotto 
This was exactly the situation he’d been waiting 
reason why he’d put a junior staffers in charge of 
after-party. 

“Where to?” the taxi driver asked. 

Kaitani had consulted the corporate direg 
beforehand and gave the driver Fujiwara’s 
Kaitani had correctly predicted a situation like fl 
which Fujiwara would be too drunk to coherently te 
driver where he lived. 

After a twenty-minute taxi ride, they 
at what appeared to be Fujiwara’s apartment bul 
It was a high-class establishment in the center 0 
residential neighborhood, not far from the heart 0 
city. An ideal place to live, close to the station, C08 
the park. Looking up at the tall, tall building, B 
idly wondered exactly how much Fujiwara paid 
place. 


e a showroom appeared before 
Straight in from the genkon was 
the master of the house still out 
prowled the interior. He guessed 
living room was about fifteen 
walls were a cream color, the 
dark hardwood. The living room 
He sat down to test out the sofa. It 
he was getting absorbed into the 
S some objet d’art fabricated out of 
ut even so, it was cool. 
didn’t look lived-in, either. Not 
iece of cookware was left out. He 
ator and found nothing there but 
sgies. The bathroom, too, looked 
in a hotel after room service. Pure 
d and stacked in an open closet. 
room and kitchen, there were 
investigated these as well. One 
and the other was the bedroom. 
© signs of life, the room struck him 
A splitting image of the owner, 
Kaitani dumped Fujiwara in a com : ie or seaesioea 
lobby and went through his briefcase. Inside ntion was the city aihndsab-vniole 
billfold, he found the same kind of card. @ ‘window. The twinkling lights were 
hand, the door opened without a hitch. They raway amusement park. 
elevator to the 16" floor, and then Kaitant : Place cost you?” he muttered to 
to apartment 1616. The cardkey also ope no reply to his question. 


Carrying Fujiwara on his back, he W 
through the main entranceway. There was an aul 
security door in front of the elevator. With no 1¢ 
to open it, Kaitani just stood there when 2™% 
probably a resident, strode past him, produced ac 
and opened the door. 
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At any rate, it was time to do what he cap overs, or even take his shirt off in 

to do. Kaitani hauled the sleeping Fujiwara from. f 

genkon to the bed in the bedroom and deposited hij thought, the scars were located 

the sheets. He noticed that he hadn’t removed yj He pulled Fujiwara’s trousers halfway 

shoes. After puzzling over it for a few momen h ’s buttocks were just as white. 


tossed the shoes in the corner of the room. He im ran 
Fujiwara’s shock and horror when he woke up inj i 
morning and realized that he’d walked all the wayto exposed below the waist, Kaitani 
bedroom with his shoes on, and laughed to him of the bed and pondered these 

He laid Fujiwara on the bed face up, to s. Why weren’t there any scars on 
of his shirt, and undid each button one by one. Fi Even when he makes love, he doesn’t 
his eyes completely closed, didn’t react at all. E, Sasaguri had said. Kaitani didn’t 
Kaitani had undone all the buttons, he rolled him She didn’t have any reason to lie. 
like a store manikin so he was now lying face down Fujiwara did it, like he said, he 

“Oh, damn, the camera.” vhat the hell for? 

Kaitani rushed back to the living roe of insight, Kaitani bounded to 
extracted from his suit coat pocket the digital cat : n at his snoring snob of a boss, 
had concealed there. Back in the bedroom, he his ass half sticking out. Fujiwara 
sleeping man’s shirt by the collar. pulling the wool over Sasaguri’s 

I’ll do whatever it takes to get what hy? Because that was the way the 

Today, he was that woman on the silver 
No matter how low the road, Fujiwara was acCeP™ 
dragon design. The means didn’t matter, only 
Kaitani took a deep breath and in a single ya" 
the shirt off him. 

“What the hell?” 

Kaitani held the shirt in his hand 48 
The beautiful, white back that appeared befor up women right and left. 
showed not a scar, not a blemish. Sasagull ed at his half-naked boss. His 
Fujiwara’s back was covered with keloid $ Bet Fujiwara drunk so he could 
fire he suffered as a child, scars so ugly ed back. His intent had been 


a like that, the upper half of 


out being burned in a fire—not 
ff—the whole thing was part of 
y he got women in bed. Give a 
’s injury or trauma and she’d go 
€s. He’d appeal to her sympathies, 
#€... . With the right technique, a 
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s. But since Fujiwara was 
still hard to make out who 


to spread the proof around the company 
wouldn’t get anywhere with 


gave the okay to the dragon design and R&D’ 


formulation. Kaitani rolled the body over. 
Taking advantage of a man’s weakness exposed nether regions was 
fighting dirty. But even if it meant turning into at cribe as standard equipment. Not 


a package he couldn’t make 
so-so, and he was circumcised. 
‘specific characteristic, Fujiwara 
ind his member, if anything, was 


scumbag, Kaitani was going to get the dragon desig 
recognition it deserved, and this was the only h 
had left to play. 
The plan had gone accordingly, until he'd 
| the man naked. There was just this little proble 
there being no marks on his back. And that me 
the dirty rotten scoundrel department, Fujiwara hat 
beat by half. 


ked off Fujiwara’s trousers and 
in’t remove Fujiwara’s rumpled 
silly enough as is. He snapped 
“Shit.” Kaitani kicked the skirting © | that included both his face and 
oversized bed with his heels. It hurt, but he was] more from a different angle. 
off. Looking at the half-naked man sleeping # though, the whole thing started 
ay in the world was he taking nude 
he hated? Despite committing 
and dirty, this was just pathetic. y 
camera aside, but then roused 
ldn’t go down to defeat like 


comfortably and peacefully, it occurred to hime Nh 
situation was more than a little compromising: FY 
wasn’t a kid with his pants hanging halfway @ 
ass, but an adult who wouldn’t otherwise be om 
in this state of undress. Realizing this, Kaitant 


112 
to take pictures of his awful scars and then th 
| 


Wn |) camera at Fujiwara’s exposed backside. § himself! The world deserved to 

| He snapped off five shots. Fuji’ ; He pulled his thoughts together, 

| was in the perfect position, plenty big en0"® om the corner of the bed and 
HK the viewfinder, but his face didn’t come shot. 


Shots of Fujiwara in full 
d something. He had doubts 
Teally fine them intimidating 
said he was going to circulate 
FY well call his bluff and say, 


By itself, it was just a picture of some f 
the camera. No big deal. If he told someve 
Fujiwara, it’d provoke at best a snicker OF , 

He looked for an angle that t 
Fujiwara’s identity obvious. The next SHON 


u 
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“Go ahead, coward. Make my day.” 
If the photographs were really compron 
Fujiwara should feel the heat, then. How to ¢9 
a more compromising scene? As he pondered 
question, the word hentai flitted through his brain 
something sexually deviant, that would do the | 
Kaitani desperately dredged up scenes from a pom¥ 
he’d watched a while ago. 
What caught his eye was the necktie. Yes,t 
him up would definitely lend the whole scene ah 
flavor. Kaitani immediately got Fujiwara’s neckti 
bound his limp wrists. Though he tied the knot i 
Fujiwara remained meek as a kitten. If Kaitani tied 
feet back in a stirrups-up position, like the cover amt 
hentai DVD, he would appear all the more dep 
Kaitani ransacked Fujiwara’s close 
several neckties. He knotted the ties together im 
bound each thigh tightly to its corresponding am 
Fujiwara’s crotch fully exposed, the next picture 
the real feel of hentai. . 
Caught up in the moment, Kaitant 6e 
out other pornographic angles. He piled the a 
and sheets under Fujiwara back, leaning ™ 
forward, and snapped a low-angle shot from be 
he reviewed the shot, Kaitani noticed a ce 
between Fujiwara’s legs. In every pictuteaa 
listed to the left. 7 
What to do about that? Kaitani 10 
] hard look at the item. Something was TSS 
| the one, but not the other. He wanted be . 
| he had no desire to actually touch Fujiwa® 
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But extrapolating from how his own family j 
attached— 

Kaitani draped a tie over Fujiwara’s pe 
picked up his flaccid member. A man’s 
displayed should naturally form a pretty upside 
heart shape, but the left side of this heart y 


missing. It looked like it’d been that way all R 


Kaitani gritted his teeth and touched it, but the 
only one there, 


The guffaws welled up from the pit f 


stomach. Clasping his hands together and 


face to the heavens, he roared with laughter. Everyi 


made sense—why Fujiwara lied about getting b 
a child, why he wouldn’t have sex with his shirt 
was all to cover up this. 

He was Section Chief of the Sales 
department, the handsome master of ennui, 
killer known as “the unbared man.” But the real Yas 
Fujiwara had only one of a pair. He was the 
man. 


ays got to work at eight a.m. The 
ll party, he barely arrived in time 
ing at eight-thirty. Even though he 
by a whisker, not a hair was out 
was perfectly pressed. Still, his 

ed and his color was not good. 
the meeting ended, Fujiwara called 
desk. “According to Osada, I got 
you took me back to my apartment. 
ever inconveniences I might have 


necktie adorning Fujiwara’s chest, 


d back the bubble of mirth that rose 


the necktie he’d used to pick up 

jiwara had put on the tie without the 
‘d been used for. 

laughing about?” Fujiwara asked 


ie of voice. “Is there something on my 


his head. “No, nothing like that. 


ed his eyes and breathed a 


“T've never gotten so drunk before 
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Kaitani took the spell of silence that folloy 
mean the conversation was over. “Excuse me,” 
and started to leave. 

“Hey,” Fujiwara said. “Um, | didn’t do 
odd yesterday, did 1?” 

Wondering if what happened last ni 
coming back to him, Kaitani queried, “Anything 0 

“When I woke up, my shoes were on 
bedroom floor. I find it difficult to imagine la 
common sense. In such a state of mind, I can’t] 
feeling that I did something very foolish.” 

Kaitani nodded his head, feigning innoce 
“You didn’t do anything that out of the ordinary. © 
than getting drunk and falling asleep in the laval 

At the mention of the word “ 
Fujiwara’s already pale face grew a shad: 

“I brought you as far as the genkon OF 
apartment.” 

As if he couldn’t bear any more details, Fu 
shook his head. “That’s enough,” he said, 
away. “Time to go back to work.” 7 

After returning to his desk, every time BS 
view of Fujiwara, Kaitani snickered and had t@ 
himself from bursting into laugher. 

No matter how meticulously he styled 
his hair, and clothed himself in the most exPe® 
and deported himself like the hippest of Hi 
actors, Fujiwara was still a man with only 
Along with a subtle sense of superiority, 
touch of compassion for this foe of his who 8 
order to conceal his missing testicle. 
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wara’s profile, which was 
it more ennui than normal, Kaitani 
| where to broach the subject in- 


Chapter 10 


At six-thirty that evening, Fujiwara 


clearing off his desk and getting ready to go home, 
Since talking with him now wouldn’t get if 


way of his work, Kaitani stood up and walked 0 
him. “Have a nice evening,” he said. 


“You, too,” Fujiwara nodded weakly in rettl 


“I was wondering if I could take a fewm 
of your time. There’s something important P'd 
discuss with you.” 
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y small table and four chairs. Fujiwara 
tani took a seat across from him. 

the Kasua designs,” Kaitani said, 
nt 

d his eyebrows—eyebrows that, 

it and trim that they gave Kaitani 


ited to the dragon design, no matter 

to consider it again.” 
it back in the chair and folded his 
ently at Kaitani but said nothing. In 
ed, they both seemed to be holding 

veet scent wafted by. 
ently not a man who listens to 

ed it down.” 


Fujiwara took his time checked his watch. q 


“Oh, it won’t be too long.” , 

Fujiwara touched the tip of his jaw ¥ 
fingers and appeared to ponder the request. He . 
at Kaitani. “I’m meeting with somebody. will d 
more than ten or fifteen minutes?” 

“Tt shouldn’t.” : 

His shoulders slumped in acquiescen® 
go on,” he motioned. 

“It’s personal. Why don’t we use On 
conference rooms?” ae 

Good God, the look on his face said, " 
off. Kaitani tagged along after him. On thee 
was a partitioned meeting room. The room 
commons, used for greeting visitors or 
conferences. The room was divided into © 
but at this time of day, they were the 


‘intention of going with the dragon 
Because you were so taken with it, 
isional proposal.” Their eyes met. 
sfore, but I’m beginning to think 
for you to leave the development 


that Fujiwara didn’t want or 
as if a railroad spike had been 
Almost as soon as Kaitani had 
ithe dragon design and had gone to 

randed him “useless.” 

onto the team thinking you might 
nee, Far from learning anything, 
n know what you don’t know. 
“Spend some time at one of our 
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seem to be in this job. I had hopes 
ly was mistaken. Your inability to 
on-making process does not bode 
ave unfortunately forced me to this 
ting today, I’m asking you to step 
team.” 
ght he’d delivered the last word, 
invigorated. If he was getting 
10 matter what, there was nothing to 
-a deep breath and looked Fujiwara 
‘secret comes out, then.” 
twitched on Fujiwara’s 


smaller subsidiaries learning the ropes in s 
distribution. If that’s acceptable with you, ’'@ 
to make the arrangements.” 

Kaitani bit his lip in sheer § 
Transferring him to a subsidiary under the guise of| 
“educated” was just an excuse. The long and g 
was, he was a nuisance, an obstacle, and his p 
was no longer required, so Fujiwara wanted him ge 

“T’d prefer to stay on this team,” Kaitani 
a strained voice. 

“Teamwork is essential. You're just 
whatever you feel like. You won’t be happy unless} 
you want gets center stage. But I want to see the 
I’m not saddling this company with significant I 
based on your personal feelings.” 

“And how did you come to the conel 
the design is not good, that it won’t sell?” 

“The risk is too high.” 4 about.” 

“Risk, risk, if all you think about is 118% both fists down on the table 
never do anything new or interesting.” 3 eapt to his feet. “Don’t play dumb 

Fujiwara sighed, “I’m not trying to do.am ‘Want the entire company to know 
new or interesting. All that matters is what ses t, you're going to okay the dragon 

Talking with him was pointless, T send an email to everybody 
thought. They were traveling parallel lines © g how you’ve only got one of a 
never cross. He clenched his hands tightly 07 
“I happen to think the dragon design is fines ; 
you're definitely going to sign off on it. 

Fujiwara laughed, his voice 
mutter to a growl. “As far as the Kas 
is concerned, the final say belongs to mé 
doesn’t count.” He glared at Kaitamls ® 


about not taking your shirt off 
on your back, it’s all a big lie.” 

led, but his cheeks stiffened. He 
38 with his right hand. “I have no 


d in the quiet meeting room. 
iwara placed his elbows on the 
hands. “If you wish to make 
about my supposed physical 
‘Tight ahead. Email or whatever, 


risin 
HA P 
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al 


Fujiwara’s quiet tone of voice was suffi 
with contempt. Faced with such brimming confid 
the browbeaten Kaitani wondered, “And that'd be 
peachy with you?” ‘ 

“Doesn’t matter one way or the other, I 
know who you heard it from, but there’s nothing to x 
facts of yours.” He declared, “Even if I did have § 
defects, how would you prove that I did? Strip mea 
drag me down the halls?” Fujiwara sniffed. “Yo made a thin line with his lips and 
so far beneath me, you could spread these unfound . He wasn’t biding his time waiting 
rumors about all day and you couldn’t den nake the next move. Fujiwara didn’t 
reputation. I’ve got the confidence of the people at ‘say because he’d been backed into a 
top that matter. You’ve got nothing. Whose side doy tani thought. He had the photographs, 
think they’Il come down on? With you as the souree There was no denying what he 
the lies, they’ll conclude you’re some lowlife hatek n two eyes. 
schemes to bring down his superior, and hate raised his head and glared at 
it.” g that it sent shivers up Kaitani’s 
being had ever eyed him with 
do you want?” 


mouth dropped open. “When did 
to say, his eyes widening as he 
rday, you mean—” 

ght. While you were passed out drunk, 
id took a few pictures. And I’m not 
e cell phone snapshots, but honest- 
areal digital camera. Not the kind of 


Kaitani hadn’t expected this show of defi 
Even if he declared that Fujiwara was missing onf 


balls, Fujiwara would be the one they believed: aid Kaitani, leaning forward. 

time, Kaitani really didn’t give a damn. He had o money, name your price and I’ll 

purpose in mind—approval of the dragon G°SIe lever Want to see you again.” 

was it. ated up from the pit of his stomach, 
“We're not talking about unfounded > in anger. Kaitani was blackmailing 


I’ve got irrefutable evidence.” 
The pompous, sneering mal 


d that design approved, the 
Potential in. But right to his 

“Evidence?” P i is i i i 
ye You said it yourself. No one’s going! epha eee pit 

me, so it’s put up or shut up. I’m talking & tani hadn’t been talking about 

an attachment with that email, @ perfect'y) fagon design approved. 

photo of you from head to crotch.” understand him at all. Kaitani 


n knit f 
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was laying his cards on the table, but Fujiwara: 
even trying to see things from his Perspective, $9, 
belligerent instead. 

“Okay. A billion yen.” 

After a moment of silence, Fujiwara’s sh 
shook with laughter. “Let’s not joke around. A 
thousand, maybe 500 thousand. At tops, a cool mi 
You should be happy with that.” 

Kaitani quietly got up from the chair, 
playing games here. If you won’t pay, then I emai 
attachments.” 

He turned and walked out of the 
Fujiwara grabbed him forcefully by the 
“I said I’d pay!” he shouted, coming at him} 
desperate, cornered look on his face. 

Kaitani relished the image of this fran 
before him. “I don’t want your money,” he said, j 
himself free. 

“Where’s the camera now? Here? 
apartment?” 

Kaitani ignored him and headed 
hallway. Fujiwara chased after him. 
stopped in front of the elevators, Fujiwara toatl 
implored, “Listen to my side of the story! 7 

Just who the hell isn’t listening? 
to scream at him. The elevator doors Ope 
stepped in, and just as the doors closed, 
Fujiwara away. He stumbled backwards an€ 
to the floor, his hair disheveled, his ne 
countenance on the verge of tears. 

The elevator doors shut. Kaitamt 
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satchel. He really didn’t want to 
again. He avoided the elevators 
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iS practically satisfaction enough. 

v brought up money as a 
Kaitani got so mad he seriously 
at an Internet café on the way home 
photographs. But with a possible 
ks, he checked his emotions and 
y on the war of nerves. His original 
ing the dragon design approved hadn’t 


Chapter 11 


It was past eight in the evening, and Kaita 
sitting in his apartment in a T-shirt and shorts, wate 
television and eating takeout. He’d been steaming1 
on the train home from work, but now that a little f ht of meeting with the man face to 
had passed, he was calming down. 7 1, but he had no choice but to battle 
He wasn’t paying attention to the televist h the photos as his sword. 
All he could think about is why his confrontation} rbell rang. 
Fujiwara had gone so badly. The conversation she need over his shoulder, wondering 
have been simple and to-the-point. He wouldn't pping by at this time of night. The 
Fujiwara’s genital deficiencies by emailing those “Coming, coming,” he grumbled 
around the company, and in exchange, Fujiwara W! r. He slipped into a pair of sandals 
approve the dragon design. But the negoualill door. He took one look at the face 
sidetracked onto the irrelevant subject of money: there and gulped. It was the face 
If Fujiwara had maintained his cool ane ed away from the elevator doors 
“Go ahead, Email those photos and I'll fire you’ ijiwara was still in his suit, likely 
spot,” Kaitani would have been left holding the from the company. ; 
Fujiwara had gone on lying and hiding from © d closing the door, but Fujiwara got 
There was no denying how badly Fujiwaa ‘the door and the jamb. As Fujiwara 
to keep things under wraps. Kaitani ©0 2 took a step back. 
desperation in the air. A normal man would h eyes were filled with melancholy. He 
laugh it off. Fujiwara couldn’t even do that. a do a swan dive off the roof of a tall 
Being so handsome, trying so hare ¢ late hour,” he said, “but I simply 
good front, Fujiwara couldn't joke about Td rather not stand here talking 
He couldn’t laugh about it, but Kaitant in?” 
gut behind his back over what a jackass F ) way Kaitani was letting him into 
Trashing that “man of ennui” image © ' 
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his apartment. “Here’s fine,” he said. 

The crease deepened between Fuji 
eyebrows. He looked highly irritated, but at the ga 
time seemed on the verge of tears Anybody could 
listening to us.” He definitely didn’t want to be 
there in the doorway talking about his single 
“Yeah, I get it,” Kaitani conceded. 
Holding the briefcase he always broughtto} 
in one hand, Fujiwara slowly removed his shoes. B 
came as far as the doorway between the kitchet 
room and the six-tatami-mat bedroom and stopped th 
He showed no inclination to advance any further. 

“You know why I’m here, so I'll get right 
point. I want to buy those photos.” 

Still about the money, money, money! “Tt 
about the money!” Kaitani started to say, when Ful 
took a white envelope from his briefcase andh 
to him. “One million yen.” 

Fujiwara removed the contents 
envelope, a stack of ten-thousand yen bills. 
yen in cash. He riffled through the bundle; 
making a pleasing snapping sound. When Katt 
take the money, Fujiwara growled, “What, © 
isn’t enough?” He extracted another envelope 
briefcase and held out the two million yen 10 

Two million yen— He shook off ‘ 
demons on his shoulders and threw the Dune 
the floor, “This isn’t about the money,” Be a 

“Still not enough? You're @ hard m4 
please.” 

Fujiwara tossed three more ew 


| 
| 
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two bundles of bills already on the floor. If each ak The bridge crossed over a drainage 
contained a million yen each, the total came to with noxious slime. Under a dark 
million yen. gerated motion, Fujiwara flung 
“That’s five million yen. Nothing to s1 
Give up on the dragon design, hand over the photo f 
it’s all yours.” : Kaitani’s shout, the camera he’d 
The siren’s call echoed back and forth i ite his first paycheck arced through 
his head. There was the car he wanted to buy, n nid-flight, and was followed by the 
had to send to his parents. Kaitani ground his b a 
“All this is making me sick. I’ve told you over and} ti the railing of the bridge, Kaitani 
it’s not about the—!” yf ghter behind him. The man was 
Fujiwara burst through the door. shoulders shook, like something 
“What—? What are you doing?” : him. Staring down at the black 
Fujiwara squeezed past him, went sttal Kaitani clenched the railing. “You 
his computer desk, and grabbed the digital came piss me off,” he growled. “I’m 
“Hey!” Kaitani yelled, as Fujiwara cram everybody at the company.” 
camera into his suit pocket. “Give that back!” 8 trembling shoulders slumped 
When Kaitani stuck out his right hand, B “are you going to do that? Swim 
smirked at him. “I just bought this camera cing for your camera?” 
million yen.” ate: ekups, jackass.” 
“Nobody sold you anything” ed on his heels and jogged back his 
Fujiwara sprinted away. Kaitant © mad he felt his head was going 
him, but Fujiwara shoved him aside and é down to the souls of his feet. 
Kaitani stumbled, hitting the wall “ : ng to send off the downloaded 
head, and then leapt to his feet and ran 00 at Cavi. He got back to his 
down the stairs, he caught a glimpse © utting the door when Fujiwara 
pursued him at top speed. eal jiwara wedged his body between 
The camera in his pocket, FUIWE and forced his way in. 
down the sidewalk beneath the sca¥t 
The distance gradually closed be alt der.” He clung to Kaitani 
running several more yards, he sudden for mercy. 
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Kaitani shook him off and shoved him, € ched the two that unmistakably 

Fujiwara sprawled in the genkon. Kaitani ignop ara’s missing testicle. 

and booted up his computer. : | Please don’t do this!” 
“Please, stop.” ished preparing the email. His 
Kaitani threw him off again, but Fujiwara overing over the keyboard, and 

coming at him. At this rate, far from sending the ¢ is current state of mind, sending this 

he couldn’t even reach the keyboard. Fujiwara sp payback. But still— He stood and 

him. Kaitani delivered a sharp blow to his solar p the computer. He drew himself up to 

Fujiwara collapsed with a whimper. Kaitani jj ood over the Fujiwara’s squirming, 

on his back, pinned his hands behind him and 

them with one of his neckties. He wrapped 0 do is press the SEND button.” 

around Fujiwara’s ankles and cinched them tig face went white.” 

arms immobilized, Fujiwara squirmed like a cal last chance. If you don’t want me 

Kaitani gave the caterpillar a kick and dragged hil | then you approve the dragon design 

the bed. He pulled off Fujiwara’s belt and secure oduct.” 

trussed-up feet to the bedpost. E as well as the design?” The 
Leaving Fujiwara to flounder there, BM furrowed his brows. 

returned to his computer. and I don’t send it. Say ‘No’ and 
“Kaitani, I was wrong.” Fujiwara’S) ved a heavy sigh. “You've got ten 

suddenly changed, took on more humble tones ; .” He started the countdown. 

carried away. I was so desperate to get rid of rt expect me to decide that fast,” 

photographs. You understand, don’t you? Do ‘ 

any idea how much damage a man can suffer h 

physical shortcomings revealed?” § 
Kaitani didn’t know anything -_ y 
“Tm begging you. ee 

I'll pay you as much as you want. Ju! 

email.” 


one—” 
intil the end, Fujiwara wouldn’t say 
hi Scooted up to the computer, and 


You're really going to send it? If 


Kaitani had previously prepared an 
for the entire company. With a click, 4 ; 
the “recipient.” Of the full nude shots 8°" 


Over his shoulder and grinned at 
8 back to him. He raised his right 
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est to escape reality, he emptied the 
ed a third. The moaning waxed 

It was a deal. Kaitani took his hand 9 r radio on the fritz, making Kaitani 
mouse and crouched down in front of the wor gressed. Enough already! he cursed 
Fujiwara. “You said yes. You agreed. Now it’s upt fas this asshole going to go on crying 
to keep your end of the bargain. You don’t, and 7 
time will be for real.” much drained his third beer when 

Fujiwara grit his teeth and fixed a fierce gle Staggered to his feet, thinking, 
jitors today, and at this time of 
i to the genkon, clinging to the 
ma stood in the threshold. “Sorry 
said with a grin. “I was in the 
cided to stop by.” He was wearing 
it he was probably returning from 
ou’d found a place that served some 


“I get it. I get it. Stop. Yes, okay? 
send that email.” “— 


Kaitani. 


“As unacceptable as you said the 
design was, all I had to do was threaten you witl 
photographs and you listened to everything I had 
just like that. All your talk about corporate pro 
sales might have the ring of truth, but in the end, yé 
the pathetic one. : 

Fujiwara’s lips trembled. Despite all h 
and after all this, his handsome face showed 10 
distress than this. Moaning spilled from his hi 
lips. He lay face down, curled into a ball to hide 
and began to tremble. He was crying. 

Serves him right, thought Kaitani, 0! 
his bullying of Fujiwara had driven the man to 
the same time, though, it made him feel a bit 
He had to get away from him for a while. He 
his narrow galley kitchen and opened the re 
He got a beer and downed it right there: 
was dry. He opened a second can and glance” 
shoulder. Fujiwara was still whimperins- 
to untie him, but now wasn’t the time to get Uf 
personal. He was the one who made him clys 
had no idea what to say to him. 


ha recently introduced Kaitani to an 
ne. “Um, you came all the way over 


shrugged. “Like I said, I happened 
Us been happening on the project. I 
drink and cheer you up.” 

ig the lotion prototype must have 
a, too. When Kaitani thought 
time to see how he was doing, it 
almost brought him to tears. 
through a lot of trial and error 
igashiyama said cheerfully. He 
d look on his face. “What’s 
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“Section Chief Fujiwara, huh? There’s y 
as well, and he’s not an easy man to get al 


Higashiyama smiled wryly. Then he leaned in closer 
whispered in Kaitani’s ear, “Does the Section Chi 


turned on getting tied up?” 

Kaitani, in fact, had done the tying up, 
denied it, Higashiyama might think that Kaitani 
one with the fetish. And he couldn’t stand Hi 
thinking that, on top of being gay, he was into 
and even preferred being on bottom! So, Kaitani 
affirmatively. 

“Yeah, I thought so. Well, sorry for bari 


your fun.” Higashiyama clapped him on the shoul 
“I’ve held you up too long, already. So I'll be Teal 


Past a certain point, even S&M tends to lose 


We can talk at length some other time. Let’s go 12 


restaurant.” 
With that, Higashiyama _ left, 
understanding the situation Kaitani was in. I 
patted his chest in relief. However, he just e¢ 
believe that Higashiyama had concluded he was 
S&M. Thinking that he’d clear everything UP. 
time they met, he returned to the bedroom 
caterpillar man glared daggers at hir 
“So you planned all this with Higashi 
R&D?” His voice roiled up from the depths. 
“Oh, I did this all on my own. He 
do with it.” 
“You expect me to buy that 
do with it, then why didn’t he help me 
all tied up like this?” 


2 fhe had} 


whe! 
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thought we were playing.” 
plexed, Fujiwara tilted his head 


hought we getting our rocks off with 
” 


ace went as red as a boiled lobster. 
ima and tell him the truth, right 

not into bondage!” 
ous. I told you, he doesn’t have 


rozen half open, Fujiwara began to 
‘We going to do if he goes and tells 


kind of guy.” 
‘way you can vouch for a person’s 
he’s friends with a bottom-feeding 
T have no doubts what he’s really 


"thelp being reduced to behaving 
ing sleazebag, but he couldn’t let 
a together with him like that. 
about Higashiyama-san.” 
int me to speak ill of your friend, 
Age your attitude toward me. Our 
lurry up and untie me.” 
caterpillar had until a few 
M sobbing like a baby. Now-defiant, 
person. He was back to being good 
d 1? Huh?” Kaitani asked, staring 
nptuously jutting out his chin. 
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face again turned red. “That has 
h it! I’m in a completely different 


“Why? Why won’t you let me go?” 

Kaitani deeply furrowed his brow at 
snapping, snarling dog before him. He sniffed. “B 
I can’t stand you, that’s why.” 

“What? What’s that got to do with it? 
go!” the bastard demanded. 

Kaitani ignored him and turned on thetel 
He picked up half-eaten takeout. He completely igno 
the worm and made a show of resuming his 
routine. He heard a jarring sound, the worm trying W 
all his might to free his hands and legs. But aftera 
that faded away, too. 

“How vulgar,” Fujiwara grumbled. h 
thinking, Kaitani looked at him. Fujiwara was ScoW® 
at the television. “Anybody who'd watch such | 
entertainment would obviously have no problems! 
to something so low.” 


nost coughed up his beer. The slender, 
ennui didn’t bring to mind strong 
ity. 
in of principle. I have no interest 
d illusions the media gins up. 
© it is healthiest to associate with 
ir to oneself.” 
't call going through women one after 
u do healthy.” 
him a disappointed look. “I 
the women I date on a daily basis. 
Y going out with a woman, I must 
he will be my lifetime companion. 
, with so many wi i 
Kaitani was watching a variety show: neluded that ie of Teva 
known “idol” was performing on stage. “000 of a partner.” 
wouldn’t exactly call the program “high-brow, fo what he was saying and taking it at 
trashy enough to be called “vulgar.” a 00k his head vigorously. “Admit it, 
“What not spent your time studying Up girls to have sex with them.” 
watching crap like that? But you don’t even SS rises an important part of life. But I 
much you need to learn, do snr now 1 fil + IfI did, that would be the obvious 
At least let me watch a show” Saying anything Kaitani couldn’ 
eating dinner! Kaitani thought to ims ouldn’t een it the Pon 
was still trying to browbeat him. It pIsseo life that Fujiwara led. Fujiwara 
said, his voice dripping with sarcas™ Aa u haven’t had many romantic 
commercials recently. Pretty cute, huh? ” 
When you’re missing one, I goed uit painfully close to the bone. 
only half as interested in girls, huh? idy girlfriends in his entire life. 
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nd pulled it out. 

ghty, this is gross,” shouted Fujiwara, 
nt off. After the initial burst, the 

er went on for a long time. When 

exhausted, as he always did, 


the takeout home in and stuck it beneath his chin, 

“Not that!” Fujiwara screamed at him, 

“What, then? I don’t care how dirty my fig 
I sure as hell don’t want you upchucking on it.” 

“I’m not going to throw up! Get me 
toilet!” 

“When you say the toilet 

“God, I gotta piss!” 

With a cry approaching a wail, Kaitani 
the two belts from around Fujiwara’s ankles. As 
he was free, Fujiwara scurried to the toilet. Buty 
hands still bound, he couldn’t open the door. 

“Hurry up and untie my hands!” 

He’d only lasted this long twisting at 
contorting his body like an earthworm. When 
tried to undo the necktie binding his hands 
back, he couldn’t loosen the knot. His frantie st 
mind only made things worse. 

“Faster! Faster!” 

The lower half of Fujiwara’s body 
trembling, his eyes rolled back in their sockets. 
that they had no more time to waste, Kaitan ® 
the bathroom door, shoved Fujiwara inside, 
his trousers, took a deep breath, and shoved b 
inside. 


ear. What’s the problem?” 
a problem to be settled with a - 


the squawking in his ear, he had no 
out again. Grasping it at the base, he 


it!” Fujiwara yelled, so Kaitani 
paper and wiped him off. “That 
jerking his waist back. “Think 

handling! Treat it with a bit more 


“What are you doing?” 

“I can’t undo it. So I’m lending you®® 
time only.” 

“I don’t need your help. Just let me g0 

“I told you, I can’t undo the knot. 
thrilled about touching another guy’s prick, € 


T don’t really care how I treat this 


d him off the way he wished and 
ra looked pretty silly, hanging there 


k,” Fujiwara growled. 
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Kaitani ignored him and left the toilet, 
everything hanging out, lolling back and forth, Fu 
chased after him. “Put it back in my underwear, 
haven’t washed your hands, have you? I can’t bel 
how dirty you are.” 

Kaitani sat on the bed. He bowed his he 
let out a big sigh. 

“So, I got that dirty touching your prick ji 
once, huh?” 4 

Having lent particular stress to your 
Fujiwara’s face grew red with rage. “That's n 
issue.” 


Kaitani stood up and rubbed his right fiat 
against the front of Fujiwara’s shirt. “There. All clean 
off. Okay?” 

Fujiwara stood there stock still, and them be 
to tremble. “Don’t be such a childish bully.” 

No matter what Kaitani did, Fujiw 
going throw a hissy fit. It got depressing listenin 
whining man, so Kaitani turned him around and W 
work on the necktie. He thought undoing the 
take a while, but in a disappointingly short 
time, he'd loosened the necktie. 

As soon as he was free, Fujiwara pute 
back where it belonged. He washed his hans 
kitchen sink. He returned to the bedrooms 
his briefcase, and without a word, without @ 
Kaitani’s direction, and left. 

In the suddenly quiet room, Kaitani heaved 2 Si 
space of an hour, way too much had 
exhausted. 
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on the five million yen Fujiwara 


bargaining chips, still lying on the 
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is that Yuichi?” 
behind the counter clasped his hands 
‘manner. He was buff and muscular 
spoke in such mincing tones. Cold 
ran down Kaitani’s back. 

you bringing somebody with you. 
te one.” The macho gave him a wink. 
inks,” said Kaitani, averting his eyes 


Chapter 12 


The day after the skirmish with Fujiwara overt 
digital camera, Kaitani got an email from Higashiyam 
saying that if Kaitani was free tonight, “Let’s go out! he 
a drink. Maly, sy sat at the counter, the macho sidled 

Kaitani wanted to clear up any misunderst tell me you’re stepping out on 
about this gay S&M business, so he readily ¢ it! this boy! Oh, I’m going to tell!” 

Let’s do it - ; k came to Higashiyama’s face. He 

They met in front of the station at 7:00 T’m not. Kaitani works in the Sales 
Kaitani thought they’d be going to the familiar rtment at Cavi Right now, we’re both on 
Instead, Higashiyama said, “How about we trya knows inal too. ‘, 
place?” fae isi 

They got into a taxi and rode to @ a ee nang 
Kaitani had never been to before. The taxi stopp 
the entranceway to the shopping and business GIs 
After walking a few dozen yards, Higashiyama ¢ 
a simple-looking bar. The nameplate on the 400 
“Belzard S.” b 

“It’s a bar, but they’ll cook up the right lt 
meal if you ask.” : 

“Huh,” said Kaitani, and followed Higé 
inside the bar. 

The entranceway was narrow, but i “ 9g moe uae 
was spacious. The decor had a handsome old-fa not ete m yl roeagpela at 
American feel. A big jukebox sat in the com said, a ais t hi 
was a distinct atmosphere about the place, to the iy nage 
other men were present. : 


by anytime!” said Tomoharu, holding 

According to that pathetic business 

flexively took a business card case 
and handed it to him. 

itani. Higashiyama’s been a great 
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ch other, holding hands and cuddling 
jumping with a weird vibe. This 
\itani thought, but he wasn’t about 
ma to confirm this suspicion. 
ge atmosphere set his teeth on edge. 
d on the barstool while Higashiyama 
j at-home. He said, “I didn’t think you 
what way? Kaitani turned to respond and 
ere kissing deeply. 
mu look uptight.” Higashiyama patted 
julder. “It’s okay. This place has a great 
dy’s going start a fight if you give him 
if somebody gets in your face, talk to 
take care of it.” 
n the brush-off— Easy to say, but the 
next to him had been giving him the 
ow, and it was creeping him out. 
I found out that you and the Section 
the same wavelength, to be honest, | was 


Gay, too.” 


“Yes, yes,” Tomoharu replied, j 
key, and disappeared into the tae “ ineala 

Higashiyama mused, “This morning, | 
communication from Section Chief F ujiwara 
the texture of the 004 lotion formulation was fin 
opposed to it as he was, he suddenly changed his 
Everybody’s talking about it. I had to wonder if perh 
you put in a good word for us.” 

Notso much “putting in a good word” as’ 
his arm behind his back,” but Kaitani wasn’t abou 
explain the difference. He already knew how 
sounded, and didn’t want to invite the condem 
The texture of the lotion was great. Even if none of thi 
had happened, the lotion deserved to go to market, § 
he’d pushed it along with the dragon design. He'd 
Higashiyama out of the loop by choice, and didn’t wat 
him to make too much of things as they stood. 

“Not at all. I suspect that decision was, 
result of him rethinking things. I didn’t have any® ng | 
do with it.” 

“T wonder.” J 

Kaitani was about to reiterate what he JU 
when Tomoharu returned with the food. “Somy 
the wait,” he said with a smile, placing two plates’ 
on the counter. “Summer greens served on chilleé of the revelation was like getting hit 
My original recipe. It’s so delicious.” ; When he’d seen the Section Chief 

Kaitani was hungry and dug in with and immediately concluded it was gay 
The conversation came to a halt. Higashiyam simply put it down to Higashiyama 
press the matter further, and picked up his ded type of guy. He’d never considered 
they ate, the place gradually filled with P might be gay as well. He was tall, 
them were men. To make matters worse, ice guy, yet now that Kaitani thought 


met and Higashiyama grinned. 
©, ah, | mean—” Kaitani looked at him, 
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about it, he hardly talked about Women, nor had Kg + lover is Section Chief Fujiwara,” 
heard any Tumors about him having a woman, 2 returning to the main subject. 
‘To tell the truth, Imakura-san ig my partne complicated. I definitely wouldn’t 


‘When—when you say partner, you m as a romantic one,” Kaitani 


fact—” 
My lover, Higashiyama confessed, lookit 
abashed. ain in his right hand. “I didn’t think you 
' _Kaitani had only begun to digest the f it with anybody just for the hell of 
Higashiyama was gay. Discovering that Ima \ e must be your lover.” 
too, gave him the sense of peeking under the curtai was right about that. Kaitani didn’t 


some inscrutable aspect of society. He pictured 
in his mind’s eyes, the kind and s| ightly-built app 
sommelier. Imakura truly was cute and pretty for amg 
but Kaitani didn’t have any desire to kiss him or 
with him. He tried imagining Imakura naked, but he, 
couldn’t do it. And while he couldn’t begin to und 
what it meant to have a sexual attraction for a met 
of the same sex, he did like Higashiyama and Im 
Those feelings hadn’t changed. 

Tomoharu leaned across the counter 4 
inserted himself into the conversation. “This on 
real jealous type. The last time he brought Taka 
by, oh, it was awful. Yuichi wouldn’t let Ta 
from his side for a second!” 

Kaitani had not idea had long Tomon 
been standing there. Higashiyama said, “You 
much, sometimes.” P 

“You’re such a meanie,” Tomoharu SqUss 

Kaitani could begin to wrap his heal 
Higashiyama and Imakura being gay, but it wae 
take some time getting used to this macho que 


the hell of it. Being misunderstood 
orment. “Ha, ha,” he laughed thinly. 
forward and asked with great 
ni-chan, does Yuichi know your 


2 juite the beauty, the type that gets 
ho aren’t gay.” 


$? What do you mean by that?” 
Tmean by what?” queried Tomoharu, 


same thing to women as it does to 
conclude that you just came out? 
you were gay?” 

‘Tealized it ever. He wasn’t gay. 
ion having progressed this far, and 
confessed his sexual identity, it’d 
Wasn’t gay. Besides, it allowed 
y the “bondage play” business with 
| Said he was straight, he’d have to 
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other reason, and he’d tie himself up in 
why he’d want to tie anybody else in 


no hope of clearing up the confusion 
to gay S&M. While they talked, and while 
of a way out of this mess, Kaitani keenly 
orly he understood himself. 

quite recently,” he mumbled. 

don’t believe it, taking such a long time 
vay out of the closet, But that’s nothing to 
bout. Friends of mine haven’t figured it 
Were in their sixties! You like pretty boys. 
i, I go for the blue-collar types. Yuichi’s a 
tcherubic look.” 

ini Suddenly found himself in something of 
© grasp the depth and breadth of the gay 


are all kinds: gays into old guys, gays 
into bald guys, gays into lesbian play. 
© got gays who like to mix and match, 


face of such profound distinctions, Kaitani 
nd say, “Is that so?” 

en to like the blue-collar type, but I’ve 
it that a sportsman might be nice, too. 
» don’t you, Kaitani-chan?” 

d you know?” 

aru shrugged. “You're slender, but your 
Shoulders are pretty muscular. You’ve 
'S well. Still, your musculature is a bit 
the left and right sides of your 
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“When it comes to sex, we're, um, note wasn’t willing to head in. “Um, I 
stage where we can talk about it.” Deliverin 
anticlimax, he bowed his head. 

“Is that so?” they somehow 
understand. 

“So Section Chief Fujiwara is the type tt 
to play around, but stops short of sex.” 

This was a misunderstanding Kaitani y 
to let stand. He energetically nodded. 

“My, but what a rude fellow! It’s unforgi 
only wishing to be serviced and taking a rain che 
the fun parts. How long do you think this type of 
going to go on?” Tomoharu put his hands on hish 
let out a little huff of indignation. , 

“But that just may be the type he is. I get 
feeling he’s fully aware of how alluring he is.” 

“Yuichi, you’re not defending this Mr. } f, 
you?” At some point, Tomoharu had begun i 
Fujiwara as “Mr. M.” He said, “I can’t abide mes 
put on airs like that, But I guess if Kaitani-enam © 
putting out without getting any in return— Still, 
unforgivable!” 

Tomoharu appeared to sink 
contemplation. Then he clapped his hands 
“That’s it! Next week, I’m throwing an al 

., a it’s really @ 
party. That’s what we call it, but it's 
men. You’ve got to invite your Mr. MtotheP 
him good and drunk, and when he’s three ¢ 
wind, just give him a taste of his own met i 
mano. Carry it off once, and he’s all yours: 
The conversation had veered off I 


you saying? You can’t let this go on 
. M getting himself a good thrashing for 
loins and overthrow the status quo! 
‘is lost! Be a real man!” 
held the business card Kaitani had 
en his index and middle fingers and 
lave a boyfriend right now and I’m 
a bit weary of the macho scene, 
1 g that a sportsman type might be 
se. If you don’t come to my party, I’m 
tle old shilly-shallying Kaitani-chan my 
ie last thing I do.” 
mu blew him a kiss that stung. The barest 
true intentions was more than a little 
e, there was no way Kaitani could 


t 
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anybody else.” 

ru soon replied, “Oh, damn. I’m getting 
like me just isn’t your cup of tea. 
come to the party and have a good 


Chapter 13 


‘to decide whether not to go to the dance 
Y it over with Higashiyama. 

explained his plight, Higashiyama 
hen he said, “I don’t think he’s forcing 
e party, but take Tomoharu’s feelings 


The day after visiting Belzard S., Kaitani got an 
email from Tomoharu. The email included pleasantries 
like, “Yesterday was fun. Please come again! Good luck 
at your job.” Except that he sent Kaitani five emails in 
one day. Kaitani’s only thought was that Tomoharu was n. He strikes me as unusually serious. 
going all-out, or he must have a lot of time on his hands. on he’s not giving up, even when he 
However, the email that arrived the next day had heart eady have a partner, is because you don’t 
emoticons all over the place. P the relationship very seriously. If you 

And then, the day after that, on his way ho well you and the Section Chief were 
from work, Kaitani ran into him at the station. Tomoh he’d move on. Having just taken you 
didn’t talk in that girlish manner and didn’t openly ‘want to cause any problems, but how 
with him, At a glance, he just looked like a really bul Teast show up once with Fujiwara? I'd 
guy. Kaitani was hungry, so they went to a bar and had@ fone.” 
drink. Although they sat across from each other, he 
the feeling that their eyes were meeting more than the} 
should, and he found it hard to relax. ae 

Late that night, he got an unsettling email fie | to come along. 

Higashiyama: “I’ve been getting a lot of messages boss, even if he was having an 
Tomoharu recently. True for you, too?” t ubordinate, wasn’t going to escort him 

Kaitani called him right back. Accom use some macho gay had his eyes on 
Higashiyama, Tomoharu had let it be knowa © Way to discourage the bloke was to 
his establishment that if Kaitani didn’t bring hi boss were lovers. On top of that, the 
to the dance party, Tomoharu would immed ; ms of “blackmailer” and “blackmailee” 
henceforth spare no effort to make Kaitani his iched to their interactions. 

Kaitani immediately emailed Tomo™ itani invited Fujiwara, he knew there 
effect that, “I’m in love with Mr. M. Right ® ‘ 


friend was asking him, and Kaitani 
© it'd be the right thing to do. If he could 
is. There was just one big problem: 
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Kaitani explained that the party was q kind of ra pressed his hands against his temples. 
mixer, a socializing get-together. He wasn’t 4 3 a moment, and then he blurted out, 
lying. He just left out the part about it being about int? Out with it.” 
hitting on other guys, not on girls. were at the bar, well, the subject of 

“It’s important that you come this time.” I denied that we were sleeping together, 

“Then tell my why it is so important. You think ir owner started saying how it was 
having me around will help you pick up women?” that we were lovers but weren’t sleeping 

They wouldn’t get anywhere without him telling you to this dance party would help 
the truth, but he doubted Fujiwara would agree ifhe did. ionship along, or so he said.” 

Kaitani prepared himself for the worse. “The other day, ta’s brow furrowed and the comers of his 
I went to a bar with Higashiyama that a friend of his tremble. It was scary, the way his anger 
owns. Your name came up during the conversation, and mper flared, but Kaitani pressed on. “I 
I wasn’t able to dissuade them that we weren’t a gay the dance party itself, but the owner of 
couple into S&M.” n, it seems he’s taken a shine to me. He 

Kaitani said the last part as softly as he could, in the running to win me as his lover. 
but as soon as the words left his mouth, Fujiwara’ I'm not gay. But if you came to the bar 
face went white as a sheet. He cast his eyes around the told him you were my boyfriend, I’ve got 
room, grabbed Kaitani by the arm, and dragged him 04 d give up on the idea.” 
of the office. Fujiwara took him to a rarely-used didn’t reply in anyway. The silence 
supplies room next to the Sales Planning & P with , his thin lips parted. “So, you want 
department. The windowless room was lined : and pretend I’m gay?” 
big shelves. The aisles weren’t wide enough 10 © well, that’s the gist of it.” 
two people abreast. aft heard a loud bang! and felt a draft 

Fujiwara hissed, “Have you taken leave © legs. He glanced down and his gonads 
senses, bringing up a subject like that in be . One of Fujiwara’s very expensive shoes 
can you calmly use such compromising % © ‘groin and collided with the door behind 
He clearly had no desire to even mention 4 
“S&M.” on &r off, asshole.” The expletives erupted 

“That's why I wanted to have the beautiful lips, words Kaitani had never 
someplace else. You’re the one who said to ak before. “How can you imagine that I 
there at your desk. Associate with you in any way? I wouldn’t 


guys 
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private he calls you Boss? Oh, how 
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“Hello,” said a soft voice. 

When they looked around, a punk was sittin 
down in the empty chair next to Fujiwara, He 
T-shirt and jeans, and no other ornamentation. Hig 
teeth were dazzling. He was good looking and his: 
hair suited him well. Like Fujiwara, he radiated an ai 
fastidiousness. 

“Mind if we talk?” 

Tomoharu said this was a dance party only i 
name. Its true function was a men’s mixer. No doubt, the 
punk had his eye on Fujiwara. Considering that Kai 
was sitting there, he was being pretty forward. Kail 
glanced at him and their eyes met. 

“Hey, no need to look at me like that. Just letus 
talk a minute and I’Il push off.” 

Since Kaitani wasn’t giving him any kind of 
“look,” the punk was implying that Kaitani was. je 
That did tick him off. The placid, smiling face 
punk’s eyes seemed to be saying, I’m a lot prettier! 


t his gaze for a moment. Kaitani 
ux-pas served only to carve his 
. It was mortally embarrassing. 

ly dispatched Kaitani, the kid 
missing a beat. “You smell great. What 

7” 

discontinued product, not widely 
ira spoke in a quiet, resonating voice. 
‘to say so, but I’d appreciate you not 
sto me. I can’t abide the body odor of 
d been on a solid winning streak until 
abruptly left his face. Fujiwara said, “I 
iggest that your scent is particularly 
find it a tad annoying.” 

¢ muttered an apology and clumsily 
stool and walked away. With a calm 
ara lifted the drink Tomoharu had 


< 


you. lips. 
“Have you been here before?” you are so cruel.” 
TNO Fujiwara bluntly reph n tel must have been standing there behind 
‘Oh, what a wonderful voice. Fro! ud hile. He folded his arms on the counter 


I walked in, I knew you were a beautiful pers 
had to find out for myself what kind of @ voice 
beauty had.” 

Like attracts like. The punk’s snobbery,’ 
the equal of Fujiwara’s, made Kaitani shudder © 
was doing his best to ignore him, but Kaitant) 
two of them sitting there talking together am 

“Hey, Boss,” Kaitani said. 


his chin on his hands, like a pinup model 
d of the kid to make a pass at you when 
a boyfriend, but that was a bit over the 


‘looked straight at Tomoharu. “My 
It’s Fujiwara.” 

| sorry, Fujiwara-san,” Tomoharu 
4 grin. Fujiwara finished his Gibson. 
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han is an innocent and naive boy. 
that, rather than being the dominant 
lim would be more in keeping with his 
ve to think doing so would bring out the 
lis personality.” 
ra placed his right elbow on the counter 
is forehead to his hand. A minute later, 
n “J appreciate the advice, but this is 
n him and me. I would ask you not to 


Tomoharu offered him a coffee-colored cocktail, 

“J didn’t order this,” said Fujiwara, giyj 
cocktail an odd glance. . — 

“All of our first-time customers get one on 
the house. It’s called an Orgasm. Very cool, don’t you 
think?” 

It was “cool,” not “suggestive” and not 
“obscene.” As expected, Fujiwara drew a sour face, but 
couldn’t refuse the gift. He and Kaitani hadn’t im fact” 
come here for dinner, but Tomoharu emerged from the 
galley with two servings of a pasta and sandwich plate. 
While eating this light repast, other customers bought 
Fujiwara three more cocktails. He was an alluring and 
seductive man, and an attractive face like that was 
popular currency, regardless of sexual orientation. 

When he’d finished the meal and consumed the 
three cocktails, he reached down for the briefcase at! 
feet. Kaitani glanced at his watch. One hour had dly chuckled. “I’m being a jerk,” he 
since they’d entered the bar. 5 “But let me ask you this one last thing. 

“Hey, Fujiwara-san,” Tomoharu said. ‘ 5 ve Kaitani-chan?” 
that people have all sorts of predilections. Te looked like he’d just swallowed a very 
denying you yours, but | also believe that square g “T cannot but say that I do.” 
don’t belong in round holes.” ee gay and wasn’t into S&M, though 

This statement obviously confused Fuj nly thought he was. Fujiwara only 
put down the briefcase. y bar because Kaitani had blackmailed 


ry expression crossed Tomoharu’s face, 
"s mien soon returned. “I see. Forgive 


id the situation arise, I would wish to 
i good hands, but presently he is the 


u was left momentarily speechless. 


“The way I look at it, Kaitani-chan 15% s. In order to divert the attention of a 
type.” the hots for Kaitani, Fujiwara had to say 

As far as Tomoharu was concerned, e d comprehend Fujiwara’s distress, 
remained “Mr, M,” who preferred 2000 emed to be taking it all at face value. 
Fujiwara cast a glare at Kaitani, who lowe! utterly defeated.” Tomoharu slowly 


as if in apology. ded Fujiwara another cocktail. 
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turning down the drink. 


Blue Drop. Sweet, sour, and just a bit bitter, Before 
leave, you must drink down my tears.” 


he drained the glass, he picked it up and gulped itd 


over, until he grabbed hold of the counter top and 
on for dear life. 

“Are you okay?” Kaitani asked. 

Fujiwara didn’t answer. He clawed his way 
to the barstool. He sat down and his head slumped 
chest. He caught Kaitani out of the corner of his 
“Call a taxi for me.” 

When Kaitani pulled out his cell, To 


for a moment.” 

Kaitani wondered whi 
to, but Tomoharu was calling him, so he weal 
don’t need to call a taxi,” Tomoharu whispered im 
“That killer cocktail of mine contained @ 7 
pills and an aphrodisiac. He'll be high as a kil 
use the room in the back. Tonight you becoui ; 

Kaitani remembered Tomoharu pro! 
him this “favor.” 

“I don’t let regular customers use t 


at in the world he vas 


“T've already had—” Fujiwara started to say, 
Tomoharu wagged his finger back and fon 
“No, no, no. A toast to lost loves. This one’s calle 
The drink Fujiwara was given was obviously 
much for him, but as he saw no escape unless and w 
in a single swig. His job there was finished. But as soon” 


as he slid off the barstool, his body swayed alarmingly. 
Kaitani thought for a moment that he was going to fall) 


him a rich blend of aphrodisiacs. Pretty 


beckoned him to a corner of the bar. “Come OVS ™ 
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tion for you two. It’s just a bedroom 
bath. Take your time and enjoy 


, Kaitani couldn’t tell him, “No, 


um led and prevaricated until Tomoharu 
once-over and hoisted him up, light as 


d into the back. Kaitani ran 
und himself in a hallway adjacent the 


iru opened a mahogany door, revealing 
ni-mat room. The adjoining bathroom 
With a glass-sided shower and toilet. The 


gant cream color. At a glance, the room 

iness hotel room. 

a double bed in the room, and 
a out on the white sheets. Kaitani 

spaced-out. Tomoharu took his hand 

the room. 


© going to start aching so bad he won’t 


it. Since you’re a beginner, I left some 
Ifyou get the urge, feel free to use them. 


may be. 


©,” said Kaitani. 


u clapped him on the back. “Go get 
© said. “Yuichi said that your lover 
When it comes to beauty, personal 
broad, you know? No matter big 
always a let-down. But today, when 
‘san here, I was surprised. He is 
fy angle. I’m not into pretty boys, but 
elp falling under his spell. Mr. M really 
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must be too good to be true.” 
He entwined his arms with it 
“However,” he added, “I’m not saying that he’s a 
Person, or that he doesn’t love you, but he hasn’t 
a very nice disposition.” Tomoharu grinned and patted 
Kaitani between his thighs. 
“W-What are you doing?” 
“Your ill-tempered Mr. M had better gi 
hard workout. Bye-bye.” ~~ 
Tomoharu retreated to the bar in a decidedly 
good mood. 


g come this far, and with his retreat cut 
into the room. Fujiwara was lying 
n the bed. Perhaps because of the bright 
t, he had his arms over his eyes. Kaitani 
the bed with his back to him. Out of 
aru, who'd set all this up for him, he 
until morning. Afterward, he’d get 
ara and they’d concoct an account of 
one that had best have the strong 


eked his watch. Nine o’clock. Fujiwara 
ll smashed, but it was too early to sleep. 
| around the cramped room. The room 
e bed, a side table and one chair. There 
Ic . On top of the table, next to a desk 
tray and a wicker basket the size of 
s neatly lined the tray like a candy 
of sizes surprised him. 
d the top of the wicket basket and gaped 
ide: a vibrator with a pink rotor and 
ent that looked like a sea anemone, K- 
Kaitani couldn’t resist his curiosity 
sea anemone vibrator. It was soft to 
Pleasant. He switched it on. The tip 
and forth like the foot of a mollusk. 
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He quickly turned it off and the 

stopped. He stared at the grotesque endget “a 
where and how would you use this?” he said to himself, 
“You must insert the part that’s Sticking out,” he 
instructed himself, like the straight man in a 
routine. But the sea anemone part was fairly wide in 
diameter and pretty long. In other words, he concluded, 
a big, artificial anus. 

There wasn’t a television in the room, and 
with nothing else to do, he was getting bored. Kaitani 
yawned, took off his suit coat, and hung it on the back of 
the chair. He turned on the desk lamp and turned off the 
room light. Fujiwara was asleep in the middle of the bed. 
Kaitani pushed him to the side nearest the wall, making 


the cool side, but it felt nice that way. 

When he pulled the sheets over his shoulders, 
a sweet smell wafted up. The Section Chief's cologne 
Kaitani didn’t hate it. In fact, he rather liked it Now, 8 
only a woman were wearing it, that’d be another matter 
entirely, He sensed the man behind him moving 
Thinking he was simply stirring in his sleep, B 
didn’t pay him any attention at first. But then Fuj 
weight landed on his back with a thud he felt 
chest. 


“Hey, you’re heavy.” 
When Kaitani raised his shoulders 10 BE 
off, he got the distinct impression that Fuj 
snuggling closer. Something stuck to the P 
neck like a leech sucking on his flesh. d 
What the hell, he thought, forcibly 
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eyes dilated, glittering in the darkness. 
“You're cute.” 


both hands, but not in time. Fujiwara 


‘this point; he could only pull his tongue 


enough room for himself. The air conditioning was 08 him. 


§ spine. He hadn’t ever felt anything like 


ir eyes met. The inflamed, round pupils 


$ pronouncement, his face drew closer, 
a zoom. “Whoa, wait!” said Kaitani, 


s firmly around Kaitani’s head and 


couldn’t scream, and couldn’t free 
iwara’s firm hold. Fujiwara altered the 
, and Kaitani’s was utterly unprepared 
stole into his mouth. He couldn’t shut 


as Fujiwara pressed forward with his 
concluding that he was being too 


began teasing another spot, sliding his 
roof of Kaitani’s mouth and sending 


. He’d been French-kissed before, but 
soppy wet suckling. Clearly, Fujiwara 
and as loath as Kaitani was to admit 


with the kiss and Fujiwara’s waist 
his midsection, Kaitani felt Fujiwara’s 
bare skin, pinching his nipples hard 


a bit. His loins suddenly began to throb. 


cute breasts,” Fujiwara whispered in 


v Voice that sent a shiver ran up his back. 


Ss.” He gave Kaitani another pinch, 
dn’t help but yelp. 
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sound of decades-old disco music 
d ng pounding through the door. 
Ujiwara’s haru-san—” 
ui sensed Fujiwara approaching. “Is it fun 
like this?” 
g him on was the last thing on his mind. 


At the sound of his own girlish-sound e 
Kaitani came to his senses. “Hey boss. sober 
me, Yasukazu Kaitani.” He put his hands on F 
shoulders and pushed him off. 

Fujiwara didn’t answer and showed no signs 
of retreating. “Nobody’s forcing you, and m 
getting hurt, so let’s have a good time together,” he said, 
provocatively straddling Kaitani’s stomach. 

Kaitani could tell that his boss was tremendously 
erect. Maybe if he was a girl, that'd be cause for 
celebration, but watching another guy get excited wasn't 
exactly a thrill. Rather, it was a bit disgusting. Givemea 
break, he practically wept. 

“I want you so much I’m going to explode. T 
must quench myself inside you.” 

Kaitani didn’t have the equipment to do any 
quenching and Fujiwara wasn’t listening to him. He 
probably didn’t even know who he was trying 10 make 
love to. Realizing that nothing he said wouldn’t make 
a bit of difference, and using both arms and legs 
pushed Fujiwara off him, jumped from the bed, 
to the door. First of all, he was going to clear out 
room, he thought, putting his hand on the door 

What? What’s this? He rattled the 
and forth but the door wouldn't open. The 
locked, but there wasn’t a lock on the inner panel . 
door. The lock must be on the outside. Kaitamt™ 
on the door with all his might. “Tomoharu-sam © 
door! Tomoharu-san!” . 

He shouted at the top of his voices 
no reply. It was doubtful that anybody ¢0 


. There were no windows and no closets. 
[ space was the unit shower. Kaitani 
shower and jumped in. Unfortunately, 
itch. 

closed in on him and grabbed the 


li frantically held onto the door to keep it 
g. The contest of wills turned into a tug-of- 
thed, it ended in a stalemate. 

a knock came at the door. “Kaitani- 


haru had arrived. Unprepared for his 
li relaxed his hold for a second. Fujiwara 
le shower door, jumped in, and wrapped 
ind him. The back of Kaitani’s head hit the 
fim dazed. Fujiwara’s hot kisses again fell 


muttered to himself, “That’s odd. 
‘my imagination.” His presence faded 


ly escaping Fujiwara’s amorous 
but d yelled, “Help!” but there was no 
in such a tight space, he couldn’t shake 
fo make matters worse, the way Fujiwara 
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touched his chest and ass grossed him out, The man 
coiled around his body like an octopus. Kaitani walloped 
him, pulled free, and ran to the door. 

“Open up! Open the door!” 

He clung to the door. He felt Fujiwara 
up behind him, but continued to pound on the door and 
cry out. “Open—” 

He heard the rustling of clothes and the bottom 
half of his body was suddenly several degrees cooler 
Kaitani cast a quick glance down and saw his underpants 
and trousers bunched around his ankles. In the next 
instant, realizing he was bare from the waist down, he 
sensed the warmth of flesh against his chilled skin. And 
even worse, something hard thrusting between his thighs 
... Something .... 

“Abhhhh!” 

Bending forward and grabbing his underpants, 


i 
Kaitani caught his heels in the cuffs of his trousers and 


lost his balance and fell on his face. “Ow, dammit!” 

A shadow eclipsed the dim light. A 
descended on his back. Oh, shit! Kaitani 
Fujiwara came at him from the rear, he couldn’t do mus 
to hold him back. 

“You’re a lively little kitten,” 
whispered in his ear. He plastered himsel 
Kaitani’s back and held him tightly around the 
hard, hot rod plunged between Kaitani’s bare 
jabbing his scrotum with every salacious hum 
hips. 


“Boss, wake up!” Kaitani plea : 
forward. “I’m Kaitani, the guy who took th 
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T’ve got a penis, and I haven’t got anyplace 


ra seemed to be searching for a place to 
tion prowled Kaitani’s nether regions. 
dy! Or come to your senses, you idiot! 
d to put up with the unpleasantness of 
foreign penis, but then it stopped, and 
come by a bad sense of foreboding. 
should do!” Fujiwara said under his 


is shouldn’t do! Kaitani felt all the blood 
body. “Don’t go there!” 


le sensation of his sphincter being forced 


body recoiled and every hair stood on 
his hips back and forth to throw him 


a stayed glued to his ass. In this state, 


to have his way with him. He wasn’t 
Fujiwara was turning him into his 


” Kaitani growled, gritting his teeth, 
is might pushing up with his arms and 
te one-eighty. Unprepared for the sudden 

relaxed his arms and Kaitani seized 
‘jump to his feet and leap onto the bed. 


to his feet like some invincible zombie and 


inch closer, you stupid prick!” Kaitani 
foice climbing an octave. He picked up the 
side table and threw it at him, condoms 
had pretty good control, but perhaps 
trembling so hard the tray only skimmed 
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Fujiwara’s right shoulder and hit the wall behind him, nt, he was scared that if Fujiwara got out 
After that, he threw whatever he could lay his ats, he’d attack him again. 
hands on, the pink sea anemone vibrator, anything, None please undo my hands.” 
of it caused any damage, and it only made Fujiwara . the feeble pleas, Kaitani pulled the 
furrow his brows. Searching for another weapon, Kaitani shoulders and pretended not to hear. 
stuck his hand into the wicker basket and found there his heard was Fujiwara weeping. Between 
means of escape. Fujiwara cried, “It hurts, it hurts.” 
He grabbed the rope, yelled and leapt down: thing that came to Kaitani’s mind was, 
from the bed, clotheslining Fujiwara like a professional we you one right in that arrogant face 
wrestler. Fujiwara dropped on his back, stunned. Kaitani it would hurt, too? Serves you right. 
bound his arms with the rope, and then dragged the slug 1 a kept on whimpering, “It hurts, it 
of a man to the door, wrapped the end of the rope around u're taking this too far.” 
the doorknob and wrenched it tight. ted to get to him. Kaitani glanced at the 
Having confirmed that he’d been immobilized, the doorknob. Fujiwara was squirming 
Kaitani picked up his underpants and trousers. His ge way. Something strange was up. 
thighs were sticky and gross, so he wiped them off with approached him. Fujiwara’s legs 
a comer of the bed sheet, putting out of his mind for the i together and big teardrops fell on his 
time being what it was he was wiping off. He crawled s heaved in an undulating motion. 
onto the bed and stretched out, exhausted in body and ’s the matter with you?” 
spirit. When he softly touched his rear end, the 2 looked up at him, his eyes brimming. 
of almost being penetrated still remained. It was @ a tight it hurts.” 
depressing feeling. ; you got a stomachache or something?” 
Ah, this should do! Fujiwara had cried. ara spread his legs apart. His engorged 
didn’t think he could ever get over being violated Py red, already wet and glistening with 
man, let alone Fujiwara. F Z gaped. 
Stark naked except for his shirt, still looks so much. Help me.” 
revved up and ready to go, Fujiwara dangled mbled from his moist eyes. This must be 
his tethered hands. As far as Kaitani was COnCSS he aphrodisiac Tomoharu had warned him 
horny bastard could stay that way until morning new what it was like to have a cock so 
turned his back to him and cursed him in his ® drugs being the cause in this case, he felt 
even when he lay down, he couldn’t sleep. © msible. If Fujiwara could just masturbate 
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for a while, that should take care of it F: 
cutting him loose still gave Kaitani the cal - 

Even if he was a sexual omnivore wi did 
and women, and did it anally with equal abandon, 
wasn’t about to have Fujiwara jumping him again, 

“Please, please, let me come inside you,” 

No way am I letting you go, Kaitani told 
himself. 

“Then give me a hand job. Get me off.” 

He repeated this request, the tears tumbling 
down his cheeks. His detestable member, the very one 
that had made a good try at violating Kaitani’s ass, 
fluttered up and down as if in apology. 

“Oh, it hurts too much!” 

Fujiwara’s body squirmed and writhed 
Completely at a loss, Kaitani noticed a pair of gray 
boxers on the floor not far off. They sported a high-class 
label. He picked up the name-brand boxers and 


them over Fujiwara’s taut cock, both to hide it and to 


keep from touching it directly. Then Kaitani y 
grasped him. s 
From that contact alone, Fujiwara groaned | 
ecstasy. His loins and singular scrotum began to trem" 
“Stronger, stronger!” he demanded, in @ husky VOIGS 
Thinking that if he could get Fujiwara 108 
once, the horndog would settle down, Kaitant ™ 
assiduously moved his right hand. He pum 
down, alternatively loosening and tightening ™ 
Rather than going half-assed at the job, he foe 
the task at hand in order to get it over with as a 
possible. 
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haa,” Fujiwara gasped. God, the man 
jitani closed his eyes, he could imagine 


i closed his eyes and worked his right 
that a woman was making those 
caught the whiff of a sweet scent as 
licked his earlobe, sending a jolt 


. He jerked back. 


ira’s moist eyes looked into his; beautiful, 
flaring straight through him. Kaitani 
v “Come over here by me,” Fujiwara 
‘murmuring voice that reverberated down 


‘stomach. 


the panting of a woman. Exasperated 
dn’t come already, he peeled back the 
Phough Fujiwara’s precum was visible he 
of ejaculating any time soon, and he 


didn’t exactly understand why, but 
“Stop saying stupid things. I’m just 
hand until you come.” 
anked hard on the boxers covering 
1 “Ah!” Fujiwara gasped. “If you 
some,” he whispered in a coaxing voice, 
with upturned eyes. Kaitani gulped and 
rd. Even with both of Fujiwara’s hands 
hg only a shirt, a pair of brand name boxers 
lis cock, he was a frighteningly handsome 


’s red tongue flicked over Kaitani’s 
s eyes saw only him. Kaitani’s heart 
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bounded in his chest, his groin became 
inflamed. If this would get him off quicker, so he could 
wash his hands of him— Even though he grasped the 
logic of the proposition, Kaitani couldn’t stop looking at 
that face. 

“You're going to come if I kiss you?” he asked. 

Fujiwara lowered his eyes and said coyly, “Only. 
if you kissed me right and well.” 

Just as his head felt like it was going to explode, 
Kaitani jumped him, put him in a headlock and sucked 
on his lips like crazy, ravaging his mouth with his j 
tongue. The madness faded and their lips parted, and 
Kaitani was overcome with a violent self-loathing. 

“You’re a rough one,” he heard Fujiwara 
murmur, and at once felt a soft warmth on his lips; it 
was Fujiwara kissing him. With his bottom lip and the 
upper lip, he gently opened himself against his me 
As the pleasant feelings suffused him, their to 
touched. The tingling raced through Kaitani’s b 
a shock of electricity. Halfway through the Kiss; 
of simply letting Fujiwara take the lead, he enetget 
entwined their tongues. The slippery wet COUP 
their mouths was so hot and so overpowerilgs 
felt like he was melting. 

In between the kisses came the sweet 
body wrapped in his arms shuddered. Had ; 
When he pulled the boxers away from e ns 
milky fluid drew a thread across the soe “al 
working him with his hand, Fujiwara ¢0 
from kissing. aati 

Fujiwara licked his cheek, Kaité 


S 
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n eyes. He’d watched Fujiwara come just 
30, and here he was fully erect again. 


head and Fujiwara lifted his chin, invit 
to his. When Kaitani drew his 
again, the softly shuttered eyes and i ] 
companion brought him to fe ae sq : 

“Holy shit!” Kaitani exclaimed, i 
retreat and putting at least two yards coma ia be 
of them. He turned around. He'd gotten him off, and 
that concluded his role. They weren’t going to keep: 
on necking and jacking-off all night. They definitely 
weren’t. Kaitani looked down at his own crotch, Things 
there were clearly in a more turgid state than normal, 
Kissing Fujiwara had brought things to this point. 

“Ouch, ouch—” That selfsame voice came from 
behind him. 

“Hey, I just did you,” he shot back, still” 
recovering from the shock of getting a hard-on from 
Fujiwara. As freaked-out as he’d been by this guy 
grabbing his ass and trying to mount him, that he'd” 
respond like this was one crazy-ass revelation. 
anything turn him on? he asked himself. Was het 
much of a libertine? : 

“Tt hurts, it hurts—” Fujiwara kept saying | 
and over, like he was trying to seduce Kaitani ; 

The come-hither looks w 2 
irritate him. Leading him on with that pretty face’ 
playing him like a fucking schoolboy, Kaitant 
blew his top. “Enough with this hurting bullsil 
lying to me!” 

Kaitani approached him and picked 
boxers covering his privates. Look! he was c 
revealing the evidence of his limp peckeh © 


ing his 


ara’s voice reverberated in his ears. Kaitani 
He put his hand directly on Fujiwara’s 
moist with precum. 
.ah...abhh....” echoed Fujiwara 
ys Aroused by his voice, Kaitani 
ped away at Fujiwara’s cock. He must 
or he threw his head back, and his body 


,” Kaitani said, repulsing the sweetly 
He refused to look at him and instead 
a’s erection, dripping drops of precum 


looked at Fujiwara, he’d seduce him. 

is attention elsewhere. 

you wouldn’t kiss somebody if you didn’t 

doing all the work down here, so you can 

er you like.” 

re you.” 

unexpected words made  Kaitani 

lift his head. All at once, he found himself 
es suffused with hot sexual desire and he 


’t lie to me. You’re the one who told me 
You called me an asshole.” 
because you’re so cute.” 
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He said it as if the o} 
: ne statement somehow 
something to do with the oth a 


er. His enticements 
not slacken. No matter how effective that 


was, that they were conversing meant he couldn’t still. 


be unconscious. Perhaps the alcohol and 
making him reveal what was in his heart? 

“Tf you really love me, then w ti 

“eat ly then what is my name?” 
se Having begun to believe in his heart that 

‘ujiwara truly loved him, he felt like a fool. “What did 
you say Hiromi for? Give me the right answer!” 

“Then Natsuki.” 

“That’s not my name. I’m Kaitani, Kaitani.” 

He seemed to ruminate over the name. Suddenly 
he whispered, to Kaitani’s surprise, “Anna. That’s right, 
it’s Anna. C’mere, Anna.” 

Kaitani was known in the company @ 
“Yasukazu.” He didn’t think anybody knew his real 
name. 

“Anna,” Fujiwara said, staring at him. 

Kaitani moved closer to him. “How 40 you 
know my real name?” he asked in a quiet voice. 

Fujiwara smiled, his face so beautiful it m 
Kaitani’s head spin. “I never forget the names of the 
ones. So kiss me, Anna.” 

Something snapped inside his head. At the} z 
time, the lower half of his body came energeti 
to life. Like an overly-friendly dog he licked Fi 
face all over, followed by deep, wet, dripping 
kissing as he squeezed and milked Fujiv 
penis. Kaitani felt himself growing more 
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‘erection jutted from his fly. He worked 
ara’s together. 
yes... ahhh. . ..” Fujiwara gasped in 


i wasn’t ready quite yet, but he was plenty 
tle bit more, he thought, when Fujiwara 


| breath and Kaitani’s fingers grew sticky. 


first. He felt a bit forlorn, having to 
mself. Almost as if in revenge, he prodded 
otum and its single testicle with his cock. 


erection unexpectedly slipped beneath 


rotum and brushed against something soft 
tani started. Fujiwara took notice as well, 


he kind of look that could get a girl pregnant 


the same part of the body Kaitani had a 


go been too scared to let anything enter. 


I *d been to a whimpering wreck, here 


ating doing the same to Fujiwara. 
the term “‘anal sex” existed, penetration 
sible. If it was okay with Fujiwara, he 
it a try. He wanted to come inside this 

. His own inconsistencies reared up in 


i ‘thought so disgusted him, could he do the 
vara? Would Fujiwara permit him? 


itani anguished over this question, in 

wer popped into his head. He’d been 

because no love was involved, 

se Fujiwara was forcing himself on 

time it was different. Fujiwara said he 
vas consensual, so that made it all right. 
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Kissing him, Kaitani 2 
his buttocks with his right om Hea 
sphincter with his finger. Fujiwara’s back trey 
The surrounding flesh was soft, but the mouth 
Perhaps this wouldn’t be so easy after all, he 


rubbing himself against Fujiwara’s bottom, but not 


wishing to give up the effort. 
And then he remembered. He hurri 
bedside table and got the tube of K-Y Jelly oa a 
wicker basket. He squeezed the thick ointment onto his 
hand and massaged Fujiwara’s ass. Yet there was still 
the fearsome task of forcing himself past his sphincter. 
Every journey begins with the first step, he told himself. 
Screwing up his courage, he thrust in his index finger. 
“Ahhh—” grunted Fujiwara, his hips heaving. 
After the initial penetration, Kaitani was 


surprised to be met with little resistance. It was hard” 


going in, but then soft and warm. When he wriggled his 
finger, Fujiwara’s whole body shook. His bewitehing 
eyes glistened. 

“Does it hurt?” 

“No. It doesn’t hurt, but it feels funny.” 

If it didn’t hurt, then full-speed ahead 
Emboldened by this initial success, Kaitani thrust in @ 
second finger. 

EMO\seNO.... : 

Fujiwara squirmed violently, but said 
about feeling any pain. In that same warm place, 
flexed his fingers more broadly. Along with the 
of his fingers, Fujiwara’s hips began to un@vs 
the mouth seemed to soften, Kaitani 8 


© Pressed on his 
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ed about and quickly put it on. 
raw with eager impatience, and while 
back from the impending eruption, he 


{his way inside. 


screamed. That which should have 
drawn tight. Better, Kaitani imagined, to 
‘one sure motion than worry his way 

is hips forward. 
. stop . . . stop, please. Anna. It hurts. 


d on, just hold on.” 
eatedly kissing Fujiwara as he desired, 
ed his hips side-to-side. Just as Fujiwara 


stood up, Kaitani changed to an up and 


bleated and bellowed and seemed to 
lued. His body shuddered violently. His 
legs spasmed. Wanting to be embraced 

i unbound his hands. 
it feel good?” Kaitani asked, kissing 
forehead, glistening with sweat. “Does 


gently. A distressed gasp was followed 
reply, “Ahhh—” 

"t hurt, does it?” 
a shook his head, and whispered in 


: “Push against the part in front, just inside 


nce with his wishes, Kaitani engaged 
llow thrusts. 
,” the sweet sounds suddenly burst forth. 
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Kaitani concentrated his attack on that sweet 
Fujiwara trembled and his loins began to quiver. «, 
++. @hhh...there...yes...yes....” P 

Fujiwara’s body shook and he climaxed. At th 
same time, Kaitani released all of the desire dammed y 
inside, too. k 
Kaitani picked up the exhausted and depleted 
Fujiwara and carried him to the bed. As he lay there, 
he absent-mindedly stared at the door. Simply looking: 
at Fujiwara’s parted mouth and his languid expression 
gave him a hard-on. 

Fujiwara was pretty and sexy, and being inside 
him made Kaitani very happy. He couldn’t stand it any 
longer and again approached Fujiwara. Perhaps sensing 
the turbulent roiling forces inside Kaitani, Fujiwara 
recoiled from him as if in fear, looking up at him with 
moist eyes. 

eben, Kaitani thought, he should take a little 
time, give it a rest—but that was impossible. Kaitan 
straddled Fujiwara, turned him over facing up, 
plastered himself again his body, kissing his 5 
grinding against his erection against Fujiwara's g 

“Abh...no...Anna...Anna..-+ 

Ignoring his protestations, ae 
Fujiwara’s legs apart, as he once he had before. zi 
think of nothing but that rosy, wet center inviting, 
slowly swallowing the tip of his prick. Befoas 
deeper, he rocked rhythmically back and forth 
Fujiwara to moan, “Ahh. . . ahh...” as he bees 
as well. Gradually, Kaitani could spare n0 m® 
pleasuring his companion and violently thru: 


e cries faded away, and even when 
d like marionettes trembling at the 
Kaitani could not relent; he could 
9 devour Fujiwara’s exquisite body. 


Chapter 15 


Kaitani opened his eyes to the sound of the key — 


turning in the lock. The room was suddenk brighter. 
Dazzled, he reflexively shut in eyes. When his eyes had 
become accustomed to the light, he looked toward the 
doorway. The door cracked open and a well-museled 
man poked his head around the jamb. 

“May I come in, Kaitani-chan?” 

“Ah, yeah, sure,” Kaitani said, still half asleep. 

When Tomoharu entered the room, he firmly 
clasped Kaitani’s hands and sniffed several times. “Aly 
I smell the scent of love,” he said, with shining eyes 
“You’ve attained your desire, Kaitani-chan!” 

Covering himself with the sheets, Kaitani ¢ 
with a wry grin. The companion who'd accomp! i s 
without intending to was asleep next to him. 

“Oh, that’s right. So people can’t lock th 
away in here, the door can’t be locked from the 
I took the liberty of locking the door from the ou 
hope that didn’t inconvenience you.” 

Thanks to the locked door, Fujiwara had 
made Kaitani anything but a man. But there was no 
bringing that up now. “Ah, no, not at all,” he e 

“There are too many boorish jerks 
around the place. I wanted to show you twos 
What makes you two happy makes us all 
since you’re a beginner, Kaitani-chan, 
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obstruct your first night together. That’s 


cast his eyes down at Fujiwara, lying 
i. “He’s a beautiful man even when he’s 
g eyelashes and such fair skin.” 
really thinking about it, Kaitani covered 
‘a nearby sheet. Tomoharu shrugged as if 
t looking, so don’t be so stingy. 
yes, I suppose he does,” Kaitani said, 


rate, you two certainly put on a 


» Tomoharu laughed. “Practically brought 


Just what kind of sex was it?” 


e mention of sex, thoughts of their dizzying 


med in his head. He reddened all the way 
“We, uh, did it a bunch of times, but I 
etty normal sex.” 

haru chuckled. “Well, I’ll be taking off 

ad and take you time, Kaitani-chan. I'll 


y with you. When you done here, drop 


408 in the building next door, first 
about the cleaning up. I’m such an 
intic, I don’t want to ruin the mood.” 
ng word, he left. A moment later, the door 


- “Oh, I almost forgot, Kaitani-chan. Your 


w that you’re a real man.” 
"'s parting wink seemed to sail over 


n the cheek. The fatigue suddenly fell like 


is shoulders. Kaitani sighed, staring at the 
Next to him, curled up like a kitten. He 
vay the sheet he hiding Fujiwara from 
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Fujiwara’s taking his clothes off, ’s 
he dropped sa, Of that’s probably Wet 

“So to keep my suit from being wri 
were so nice as to leave it there on the ec a 

The degree of anger he exhibited in tressing 
leave it there on the floor was intimidating, Puja 
rolled over and started to climb off the bed. That 
movement alone, though, elicited a grunt of pain that 
caused him to buckle forward. Clenching his hands 
together, his body trembled. 

“My backside is killing me,” he muttered to 
himself, barely loud enough to hear. “Why the hell does 
my ass hurt?” Fujiwara raised his head and glared at 
Kaitani. “You’ve got to be kidding me—you bastard— 

Kaitani couldn’t imagine how to respond. “Hl 
didn’t. I didn’t do anything like that,” he said, his voice 
flustered and strained. 

“You’re lying. Then why’s my rear end hurting 
so much? You got me drunk and then had your way with 
me,” 


Not under pain of death was Kaitani going 10 
tell him the truth. Not about himself and none other 
Fujiwara. - 
“If you're so bloody innocent, come up with 
logical explanation for what I’m feeling.” 
Kaitani’s brain was doing an exact Tef 
of Edvard Munch’s famous series of paintings, 
Scream.” No matter the bedroom eyes Fujiwar 
tempted him with, had provoked him with. They 
had sex. Fujiwara had been too stoned to remem 
But—but— The excuses piled up #% 
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told him that he loved him. Kaitani had 
he must be mistaken, but then Fujiwara 
m by his real name. Yet, no matter the truth, 
an wouldn’t mean a thing if Fujiwara had no 
f it himself. Far from it, he’d no doubt call 


it’s because you fell down and landed 
ckside.” Telling the lie almost brought Kaitani 


ara’s mouth turned down. “If I fell on my 
‘would hurt on the outside. Why does it hurt 
2” 

he asked this question, Fujiwara’s expression 
uuddenly doused with ice water. In the next 
id his head in his hands and cried, “Y-You 


what? Kaitani wondered. Following 

aze, his eyes alighted on the sea anemone 

ing next to the wall. Kaitani’s whole body 
a cold sweat. “I didn’t use that. I wouldn’t 

jow to use something like that.” 

e it? You just push it in, right?” 

w that he mentioned it up, that was probably 

d with it. 

ju got me drunk, and took advantage of me 

“unconscious. You no doubt had yourself 

shoving that thing up my ass. Took a 

c , too, I bet. More material to blackmail 

Tight, hand over the camera.” 

only was he falsely accusing Kaitani based 

tion, but then he doubled his hand 
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into a fist and hit him so hard e 5 p 
elo that the shock sent Kaitanj 
les S-Stop it!” Kaitani jumped down from the bed, 

“Hold it right there!” said Fujiwara, starti 
after him. But when his feet touched the floor his le; 
buckled beneath him and he collapsed t a 
o psed on the spot. 

‘Ow—damn!” 

From the distressed look on his face, the pain 
was clearly enough to make him grit his teeth. His 
countenance suddenly changed to that of a weeping 
child. Big teardrops welled up and fell from his beautiful 
eyes. 

“Tt hurts... it hurts... it hurts...” 

He threw himself on the floor and loudly 
blubbered like a little kid. If Kaitani told him that he 
hadn’t been penetrated by the sea anemone vibrator, but 
by himself—no, he’d have to be out of his mind. 

Somehow, he had to find his way through this 
minefield. As far as Fujiwara’s ass was concerned, that it 
“hurt” was an established fact. Beyond that, it’d be best 
to establish that the cause of it was natural. The 
was what the cause was. Kaitani slapped himself on the 
face. Enough of cowardly half-measures! If he didn’t 
come up with something a bit more convincing, none 
these lies were going to fly. 

“Y-Yesterday, I thought we'd just have 
and head back, but Tomoharu got some strange BS 
into his head and put aphrodisiacs in your 

Fujiwara raised his _ tear-s 
“Aphrodisiacs—” he murmured. 
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h, you know, drugs that make you homy—” 
‘know what aphrodisiacs are,” Fujiwara 
pting him mid-sentence. 
that point, you were pretty much dead 
hen the aphrodisiacs kicked in and, you, uh, 
edible hard-on. I mean, you were suffering. 
it you a hand.” 
iwara stared unblinking at Kaitani. 
At first, I tried getting you off just with my 
those aphrodisiacs were really powerful and 
enough. Considering the circumstances, 
best thing to do was give you the full 
finish off the job in one shot, so I, uh, put 


it your finger where?” Fujiwara interjected, 
ni’s explanation faltered. 

fitani looked up at Fujiwara from beneath his 
dled your ass with my finger.” 

a held his head in his hands and screamed 
‘ou stuck your finger inside of me?” 
st a finger. Look, size-wise, a finger’s 
a penis, right? Or are you crying your eyes 
you can’t bear the fact that you had to get 
et off?” Kaitani lashed back at him. 
wicker basket flew at his face. Kaitani 
snag it just before it hit him. “A bastard like 
ot a shred of delicacy in his body!” Fujiwara 


litani cursed himself for not tossing the man 
He drew himself to his full height and said, 
icacy’s something I never had any need for! 
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Now get off your butt and get dressed! 
to keep showing me your missing nut!” 
i Gritting his teeth, Fujiwara lurch i 
like an old man. He picked up his clothes whan 
were strewn across the floor. Kaitani dressed as xf 
his fingers trembling slightly as he fastened th bi a 
He knew he had to pull himself toge ie a 
n gether. While getting 
dressed, he glanced over his shoulder several times, but 
Fujiwara clothed himself in silence. , 

When he’d dressed, and still without saying a 
word, Fujiwara left the room. Kaitani scrambled after 
him. Holding his briefcase under his arm, Fujiwara 
followed along the wall, slouching forward as he walked, 
hesitating every two or three steps and proceeding at a 
very measured pace. Kaitani wanted to help out, but the 
mood wasn’t right for making such an offer. 

Kaitani went next door to return the key. When 
he came out, Fujiwara had already hailed a taxi. Without 
a backward glance, the taxi sped away through the 
business district. In the early morning, the city was still 
devoid of life. Kaitani didn’t have any cash on him, sohe 
took the subway. At a little past eight o’clock, it would 
normally be in the middle of rush hour, but today was 
Saturday, and he was outbound rather than inbound, so 
the train wasn’t crowded. 

He was beat when he arrived back at his 
apartment. It was hot, but he didn’t bother to turn OP 
the air conditioner. He lay on the bed in his suit. His 
phone chimed, indicating incoming mail. It was from 
Higashiyama: “Tomoharu tells me that things weat 
with you and the Section Chief,” he wrote. “If HERS ™ 


Unless you want 
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I can help out, let me know. I’m rooting for 


aitani couldn’t think of a way to reply, and 
not about “how well” it went, so he simply 
message. When he thought about Fujiwara’s 
State after he woke up, he felt some pangs of 
hen Fujiwara assaulted him, it would have 
tter to tie him up and leave him there. Even if 

| whimpery because his hard-on hurt so badly, 
*t have remembered that after he woke up, 


But because he seemed to be in so much pain, 
got so choked-up about it, and because 
itani to touch him, and was groaning so 
ely, and said he loved him—Kaitani shook his 
sk and forth like a wet dog. He hauled himself. 
et, took off his suit, and showered. Even while 

the shower, everything would suddenly come 
him and he’d find himself drifting off. It was 
he’d hardly slept at all last night, or so he told 


He put on shorts and a T-shirt and rummaged 
in the refrigerator. There wasn’t anything to eat, 
‘was a beer. Drinking a beer first thing in the 
bummed him out badly he hardly knew what to 
himself. 

ook on the bright side of things, he told 
You got to do something that felt good for a 
‘didn’t you? After all, he’d gotten for free what 
id for plenty of times at the soaplands. But when 
for it, he walked away with no strings attached, 
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feeling like a new man, and nothing c: 
him. Now he felt anything ligt beck 
Hilfoflisbindyasenjoying the aftercin aa 
felt like it’d been dragged through thes vod ol 
eee mud and dumped 
} Then he remembered something. i 

up his computer, and opened the file bed named a 
In the file were the ten or so spread-eagle crotch shots 
of Fujiwara. He opened them one by one, He'd giv 
the testicle-and-head angle a lot of attention ie i 
until now, he hadn’t taken a close look at the phot He 
hadn’t been interested. He hadn’t wanted to. ‘ 

The white thighs, the unguarded countenance. 
A fleeting glimpse of his modest aspects, and of his 
ravenous side. Thinking about penetrating him over and 
over, Kaitani gulped loudly. For the time being, he was 
getting hard enough that he needed to pleasure himself. 

He closed his eyes and worked his right hand. In 
a low voice, he panted, Anna, Anna, over and over. The 
two of them might be oil and water, but those bewitching 
bedroom eyes—he ejaculated his lust into a tissue, 
wadded it up and tossed it in the trash. Slumped against 
the computer desk, he sighed. 

When he imagined Fujiwara remembering evel 
a fraction of the previous night’s activity, his chest didn’t 
hurt quite as much. 


Chapter 16 


yy was as depressing as always, but this 
i the more so. Kaitani stared at himself in 


som mirror and blankly muttered to himself, “I 
at to go to work today.” He put off leaving the 
until the very last minute, but he couldn’t take 


st because he felt like shit. 
arrived at Cavi five minutes before the hour. 
g no desire to go to the office, he was hanging 


he entranceway when Osada came up behind 


e him a nudge. “Hey, get a move on,” she 
imped forward and went inside. 
i slouched his way to his desk. By the 


i put down his satchel, the morning meeting 


he hurried over to the white board on the 
the office. Fujiwara was standing some little 


E and by facing forward, Kaitani didn’t have to 


face. 
‘Kaitani,” a small voice said to him in the 
t eeting. 
Vhen Kaitani glanced over his shoulder, Osada, 
t to Fujiwara, gestured to him. Their eyes 


he couldn’t very well ignore her. He nodded and 


to do this in the middle of the meeting, 
Ps the status of the survey results for June’s new 
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“That'e—I'm still tabulating the results.” 
‘Still tabulating? Do you know how dated th 

surveys are? This is hard for me to accept. I wand ff: 
tae brand loyalty results before close of business 

“Yes, I’m sorry.” 

He’d completely forgotten about it, i 
natural she’d be upset, wy this was eka sia 
so much worse. Standing here chatting right next to 
Fujiwara was hell. It only confirmed that he was the 
kind of employee who was always late to work, always 
doing things in a slipshod way. He cast a glance at the 
man next to her, but as always, Fujiwara looked straight 
ahead in that cool, disinterested manner, as if he hadn’t 
heard a thing she’d said. ig 

The meeting ended. Kaitani returned to his desk 
and booted up his computer. When he checked his email, 
there was a new message from Section Chief Fujiwara 
in the inbox. Suddenly, he was shaking down to the 
tips of his fingers. The topic line said, “About the next 
meeting.” Checking to make sure no one was reading 
over his shoulder, he greedily devoured the message: 

“Today (August 1), starting at three P.M., there 
will be a special meeting about the new cosmetics line. 
Please print out the attached materials . . . .” 

So, it really was about the next meeting. He i 
drained by the time he finished reading. Scanning 
email that had nothing to do with his personal feelings: 
he had to wonder what he’d been expecting. 

Kaitani spent the time until three © 
tabulating the results from the growth surveyS for O 


*clock | 
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paperwork. At two-fifty, he left the office even 
ajiwara so as not to be late to the meeting. While 
», he figured he might as well go to the lavatory. 
the packet of materials on the shelf next to the 
ickly used the facilities 
finished up and was tucking himself back 
he sensed that someone had entered the room. 
nonchalant glance over his shoulder, he saw 
face and his back stiffened. When Fujiwara 
od that Kaitani was there, he stopped in the 
,, turned on his heels, and left. 
e moment was awkward for him, but that it 
d for Fujiwara, too— Feeling all woolly- 
itani headed for the conference room. He got 
ve minutes before the meeting was scheduled to 
sat down, leaving one seat between himself 
wara. He wanted to sit farther apart, but the 
for Sales Promotion and R&D was prearranged, 
d only go so far. 
erybody had assembled at the appointed 
id the meeting began under Osada’s direction. 
ion and the dragon design were both formally 
They were really going forward with the 
sign, Kaitani thought. The changes he managed 
¢ had come about, yet he still had his doubts. 
“I have come to this decision out of respect for 
ur opinions. However, there are several matters 
concern me.” He remained seated, speaking 
€ of voice colder and more severe than normal, 
he distinct impression that he, in fact, detested 
things had turned out. “Hence, rather than 
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simply rubber-stamping this decision, these concerns 
must be addressed and hopefully alleviated. Primarily, in 
order to position this product apart from the competition, 
I believe the wholesale price must be driven down at 
least thirty yen.” 

This caused a stir of conversation around the 
table. Higashiyama raised his hand. “Considering the 
tight conditions we’re already working under, isn’t it 
asking a bit much to go for even more cost reductions? 
Anything R&D can contribute in that regard isn’t going 
to amount to much. There are limits to the prices we can 
negotiate on raw materials. It'd be pretty difficult to try 
and reduce the wholesale price that way.” 

“I’m not only referring to the cost of raw 
materials. There are many areas where savings can be 
made. Over the next two or three days, I will estimate 
cutbacks and distribute goals to each department. Before 
the next meeting, please do your best to reach them, and 
make your calculations available as well.” 

The meeting lasted until the one-hour mark and 
then broke up. Kaitani waited for Fujiwara to leave. 
When he was the last one there, Kaitani got up from his 
chair, inadvertently knocking his things on the floor. He 
crouched down to pick them up, and peering under 
table, he noticed a handkerchief lying there. It was Um 
the chair right where the Section Chief had been sg 
Even supposing it’d been dropped there, it wee 
necessarily his. Somebody using the room previ 
may have dropped it. , 

Kaitani picked up the plainly-cos 
handkerchief with the feeling he’d seen it some? 
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When he unfolded it, that distinct aroma wafted 
dor that could only have come from the Section 


flashed back to that overpowering night; 
ing disheveled in his arms, his cloying voice 
his name. All at once, Kaitani’s heart started 
He was at work, right in the corporate 
ters, and he was getting an erection. 
He folded up the handkerchief and tucked it into 
at pocket. He’d return it, he thought, as soon 
it back to the office. But he didn’t go up to the 
f’s desk. I’ve got to give it back, got to give 
thought over and over as the evening drew 
ound closing, Fujiwara left. 

fier the meeting, while he was preoccupied 
dkerchief, he hadn’t made any headway with 
it left him no choice but to put in overtime. 
a sheet of paper down in front of him. “This 
Your cost-cutting targets. Because the design 
‘the entire bottle, it’s going to be tough, but give 

st shot.” 

sada wasn’t kidding. The cost-cutting targets 
er were pretty damned steep. He had to 
ara was trying to tick him off on purpose. 
"ll try my best,” he answered, half-heartedly. 
You’re not a happy camper,” Osada sighed. 
n’t the design you were championing get 


design he’d campaigned for? Rather, the 
Fujiwara had selected only under duress. 
titani said, with a wry smile. 
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“You’ve been ig 
do you do to relax?” nia rat ately. What 
All sorts . . . of things. Bi » 
discuss with other people. se nothing bo aaa 
rf “Come to think about it, the Section Chief 
aes to be in a very good mood, either. He left 
Simply at the mention of the man’s nai i 
a switch thrown somewhere in his brain, Kaitani es 
butterflies in his stomach. “He isn’t feeling well?” 
“You didn’t hear it from me, but hadn’t he 
looked pretty green around the edges all day? He always 
seems to be in such great shape, so you have to wonder 
if something’s wrong.” 

: Kaitani had taken a good enough look at the 
Section Chief to comment on the subject. But hearing 
that he appeared unwell, Kaitani suddenly grew 
concerned. “I should probably get going.” 

As he noisily cleared off his desk, Osada 
muttered, “Getting going? You done here?” 

“Uh, I'll finish up at home.” 

That excuse seemed to fly, and he left the office. 
He didn’t take the train back to his apartment, but 
instead headed in the opposite direction, to Fujiwara’s 
place. Watching the unfamiliar landscape, listening t0 
the clattering of the tracks, taking in the swaying of 
the train cars, he wondered what he was going 0 do. 
When the train arrived at the station and he exited the 
turnstiles, he finally came to his senses. 3 

By the time he got to the apartment building, 
the stated reason he came here was beginning to SOUBS 
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Fujiwara wouldn’t even let him up to his 
at was he doing hanging around a place like 


exiting the station and before he'd 

ozen steps, he stopped and bought a return 
e picked up some takeout, went back to his 

nt, settled down and plowed through the office 
#d brought home. By the time he was finished, 
eleven. He saved the file and shut off the 
Before crawling into bed, he retrieved a 


magazine from beneath the mattress. No matter 


ent the latest issue, this edition he always 
und. The models and photo spreads aligned 


ith his tastes, but they didn’t turn him on at 


tried the same thing yesterday as well, to no 


He dragged himself out of bed, booted up 
er, and opened the XX file. His midnight 
*t perk up right away, but his pulse began 


truth was truly mortifying, but facts 

and he’d have to accept things for what 

ere. The lower half of his body in a half- 

, he got back in bed. He remembered the 

ief from that afternoon and retrieved it from 

pocket. He brought it up to his nose and 

‘the lingering sweet odor. His half-aroused 

came to attention and hardened. He sniffed at 

dkerchief and masturbated. The image of those 
itching eyes flashed through his mind. 

ilking himself until he was practically numb 
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from the pleasure, his mood grew all the darker. With 
his physical sensations running away from his Tational 
mind by three or four lengths, Kaitani couldn’t decide 
whether this was love, or infatuation, or something 
else. 
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